THE WEB OF KARMA 


Diverging from singularity, being became in plurality: 
Entrapped in the»web of karma, pivoted to the void. 
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The Lawless Land 


Tears trickled down Doctor Sharan’s speckled cheeks as he cried like a child. Digambar Babu was dazed 
as he had never seen Doctor Saab crumble like this ever before: he had always looked up to him as a 
tough man, a bastion of stability, never given to slushiness, even in the most adverse of conditions. He 
remembered having once overheard Doctor Saab addressing his junior doctors while he waited outside 
the doctor’s chamber: “You are at constant battle with life... Your success is defined by how long you 
have had the upper hand over it. The key is to never yield when you have the lower hand. Life is after all 


not so fierce a warrior. So fetter the fear before it fans out its feather.” 


“Life is seemingly having an upper hand now,” Digambar babu mused. “And it has struck such a 
ferocious blow that even the strongest of combatants would kneel down before it begging for mercy... 


It’s just a matter of threshold.” 


“Don’t panic. Have faith in God,” he blurted out to break the stillness. What else could he have said to 
console the person whose son had been kidnapped? He tried to peep into the doctor’s drooping eyes to 
see if his consolation was comforting enough, but to no avail. “Jungle-raaj has come,” he continued in 
another attempt to empathize with him. “Such a huge price one has to pay for peace in this life! The 


whole town sleeps under fear.” 


Kidnapping had become one of the flourishing businesses of the town. Every other industry had 
dwindled down and the development plank had gone on a pause mode, on account of Rangdari, which 
was yet another booming business of the town apart from contract killing, smuggling, illegal tree cutting, 
and vehicle snatching. Control over law and order had long since passed from the hands of the 


administration to caste-based gangs and organized crime syndicates enjoying political patronage. 
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Migration to other states was at peak: not only of big businessmen, but also of lowly laborers. And those 
who couldn’t leave the state were either sucked into the crime world or were forced to live under fear. 
Albeit the local newspapers everyday sketched the sordid saga of the state, the execrable condition was 


not likely to improve by any means in the near future. 


“Should we go there now? To Kanhaiya Ji’s house?” Doctor Sharan said. “He must have returned.” 


“His mother will ring when he comes back... She will,” Digambar Babu reassured him. 


Kanhaiya Tiwary was the youngest corporator of the town and was the son of Digambar Babu’s 
childhood friend (deceased a couple of years ago). He was quite close to Dharmender Dube, the local 


MLA and the Godfather for Brahmans and Harijans of the town, in the era of caste carnages in the state. 


Digambar Babu was at first a tad hesitant to go to Kanhaiya to seek help, as once, at the behest of 
Kanhaiya’s father who was unhappy with his son’s decision to enter politics, he had tried to dissuade 
Kanhaiya against his decision. Now going to get advantage of what he had been once against — he found 


it hypocritical. But then, not everyone is good at the art of saying no. 


“Who... or what exactly should be blamed for the woeful plight of the town!” Digambar Babu cogitated, 
while they waited for the telephone ring in the living room. “Is it the local MLA, who has instilled fear in 
the town to such an extent that despite being accused in twenty-nine cases of murder, he was acquitted 
by court in the wake of the absence of any witness? Or is it the three senior Rajput students of his 
college days who had dragged him into the crime world? Or is it the incumbent government in the state 
which, ever since it came to power, has actively pursued the caste-conflict and rendered the 
administration defunct in order to make its lobby the strongest in the state, insomuch that at times it 
appears that the state is going to collapse? Or is it the chieftains of first civilization of this land — if we go 
back in the history of humanity to trace the roots of the current crisis — who thought it would be great if 
society were structured in vertically arranged Varna System? Or is it the early men who distinguished 
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themselves as superior to other animals and decided to unite themselves as the loftier human ‘civilized’ 
societies — the very notion of superiority which might have encouraged them to arrange almost 
everything on a vertical scale? Or is it the life’s most basic attribute of protecting itself — survival instinct 
that is — which demands a race to unite in order to survive. The concept of unity must have sprouted out 
of the survival instinct... But it’s curious that nothing has ever been as damaging to unity than the 
concept of unity itself: all it has done is to create a divide in a bigger unity to form smaller unities. What 


an irony!” 


The telephone ring interrupted his contemplation. Before he could move, Doctor Sharan had already 


picked up the phone. 


“Hullo! Has Kanhaiya ji come?” Doctor Sharan asked hastily without waiting for the response to his 
hullo, as if he already knew who was on the other side. He paused for a moment and then: “I am Doctor 
Sharan... Digambar Babu is here only, and we are coming to your house. We’ll be there in a jiffy.” And he 
put the receiver back. “Let’s go. He has come,” he said and was at the door, before Digambar babu could 


pull himself up to his feet. 


Kanhaiya’s house was just in the next street, so Digambar Babu didn’t find it necessary to take along a 
torch. Though it was dark new moon night, the street was dimly lit with the light which stemmed from 
the lanterns hanging from the ceilings of the street houses and slithered through the windows that 
opened to the street; the lanterns under which the children of those houses were studying and the 
housewives were preparing the supper. With hurried steps Doctor Sharan walked absent-mindedly, 
heedless to the puddles, which decorated the deep pits and potholes of the road throughout the rainy 
season, while Digambar Babu walked warily a few steps behind, setting his feet carefully on the non- 
submerged concrete patches — which were quite a few on the road — in order to keep his dhoti from 


getting dirty. It had been more than a year now after the chief minister saheb, while addressing a rally in 
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the town’s Ramlila Maidan, had promised to make the roads of the town as smooth as a veteran 


actress’ cheeks. But if only the politicians would live up to their promises! 


Beneath a window Digambar Babu saw a mother dog shivering and intermittently shaking her body to 
dry her rain-drenched fur, giving her pups lying beside her accidental shower. “If veterinary doctors are 
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also on strike!” crossed his mind, but quenching his curiosity at that moment was out of the question. 


In protest over the abduction of Doctor Sharan’s son, the doctors’ community had declared a statewide 
bandh the previous day. But contrarily things worsened for Doctor Sharan: in the morning as he had 
opened the front door of his house, he had found at his doorstep his son’s clothes drenched in blood 
with a letter attached thereto, threatening of the terrifying prospects if the agitation was not stopped. It 
was enough to terrorize the doctor to the core and the only person he thought who could extricate him 
out of this predicament was Digambar Babu, who could prove to be a tunnel for him to reach and 


propitiate the kidnapping king Dharmender Dube, before any untoward episode happened. 


“| will... | will,” Kanhaiya said with a grave face, as Digamabar babu requested him to speak with MLA 
Saab. “You know chacha... things wouldn’t have escalated, if the doctors’ community hadn’t tried to act 
smart,” and he nodded towards Doctor Sharan, who was sitting on the sofa across the table, with 


droopy shoulder and folded hands. 


“He is quite sorry for that, beta!” said Digambar Babu. “He was brain washed by his fellow doctors... You 
can understand a father’s plight,” and he put his hand on Kanhaiya’s shoulder and shook it gently in an 


attempt to sham affection towards him. 


“No problem chacha! | will see to it... | will get there early tomorrow morning... But tell him to keep 


away from TV media, and keep the ransom money ready.” 
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“If you want it, | can arrange it now,” interjected Doctor Sharan. “I have it ready back there in my 


house.” 


“What would | do with your money Doctor Saab? | am here at my people’s service. So is our MLA Saab. 
But what would you do if the kidnappers commit something terrible before we take any action? We 
have to create a balance in our society. There is a system, and we need to understand it, and follow it to 
maintain peace. And you know nothing in this world is free; we have to pay the price for each and every 


thing.” 


At the crack of the dawn, Digambar Babu was woken up by Doctor Sharan as the latter sought 
permission to leave for his home. Digambar Babu felt a powerful pull upon his eyes as he begrudgingly 
looked through the window: the sun was still doggedly below the horizon, and the street was as silent 
and dark as death. It was on his insistence that Doctor Saab had agreed to spend the night there, as 
after the nightfall it was not safe to walk through the woods beside MS College: one of the places of the 
town where drunken hooligans and snatchers took control of the fates of the passersby after dusk took 
control of the day. “Wait, | will walk with you till Moti Jheel,” said Digambar Babu and stood to his feet. 


He yawned and pandiculated, and then with heavy slow steps walked to the washroom. 


“It's high time | left this state,” Doctor Sharan said while they walked staidly through the woods. “My 
brother was right... that he left this state long ago, and settled in Jaipur with his family. | was so furious 
that day... | berated him so harshly for his cowardliness, and even cursed him that he was not going to 
succeed ever in life... | was unfair to him and probably am being punished for that only... Not only he had 


set up his practice there, but that is flourishing as well. And here | am begging before an uneducated 
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goonda, and am ready to give all my hard-earned money to save my son’s life, and even then ain’t sure 
if they are going to release my son alive... This place is no more livable. There ain’t any growth, any 
prospect or scope. | can’t even let my son step out the apartment gate... | am leaving this place once | 


get my son back... alive or dead.” 


They parted ways at the junction before Moti Bridge where Digambar babu turned right for the Lake 
Point. A few paces ahead he stopped for a moment and turned his neck aside to see Doctor Sharan 
crossing the bridge at a lazy pace with his head pinned low and his hands clasped behind his back. What 
pain could be greater than being helpless in the face of a loved one’s affliction, wondered Digambar 
Babu, and prayed for the doctor’s son to get back to him alive and well. He knew that it was just a 
matter of time before Doctor Saab would be gone far away from the state forever, and “why not! The 
state doesn’t deserve good people like him... the state that was once the center of power, economy, and 


education in the country... the state that has now become the center of crime and corruption.” 


Rain started pouring in crazy chaotic drops, as Digambar Babu sat down onto the lakeside stairs made 
especially for Chhath Puja. He ran his fingers through his greying hair, and looked at the reflection of his 
countenance among the dancing vanishing circles across the lake surface, laying bare the fact that he 
had aged way much faster in the last couple of years: merely a couple of years ago he looked like a 
person in his late forties, while presently his emaciated face and saggy skin made him look much older 
than his chronological age; his droopy stature, which was quite upright just a couple of years ago, looked 
like weighed down by fifty-eight years of his chaotic life. Chaos — how he thought his life could be 


summed up... Or was there a form which he wasn’t able to see? 


He shut his wrinkled eyes to trace a rhythm in the frantic pitter patter, in order to find out if there was 
indeed a pattern in apparently chaotic things of nature. A moment later he opened his eyes to see if the 


shrubs and plants at the other side of the lake did form a particular shape in totality. The Moti Jheel 
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which formed a garland around the neck of the town (hence the name Motihari), above which resided 
the face of the town, the elite class, and below which the remaining commoners — was it a mere 


coincidence or was it a manifestation of the pattern wherein the nature exists? 


At the eastern shore of the lake there used to be Neelha Kothis of British planters, who would, as his 
grandfather had once told him, everyday ride their ponies to the farms, and inflict tyrannies upon the 
poor peasants who according to them dillydallied their works and “didn’t dig the farms deep and well 
with their Kodal”. Champaran Satyagrah happened, and the atrocities by the planters ceased. India got 
independence, and the barbarity of Britishers ended... but only to be replaced with an equivalent system 
with a bunch of powerful politicians sitting at the top shitting corruption and crime. So what were all 
these sacrifices and martyrdoms for? Is there really a particular state, chaotic and wild, whereat the 
world stands stable? Is it gospel that no matter how much effort we humans may exert upon it to tame 
it, to drag it to another state of equilibrium where we feel superior to other animals, it’s ultimately going 


to hark back to the natural state of equilibrium, chaos that is? 


“Zero is the ultimate truth,” he said to himself. “It indeed is. The boy was right. It’s the ultimate 
resultant of the chaos. It’s curious how things on its own get added, subtracted, multiplied, and divided 
to finally give a unique result, zero that is. Or else how was it possible that a state that was once the 
pride of the empire, has now stooped down to being the shame of the nation? Or else how could it 
happen for that matter that a caste which was always considered inferior by the upper class and 
humiliated by the folkish joke that they get intelligence not before the age of sixty, is now sitting at the 
top of the pyramid making the same upper class dance to its tunes? The elitist ways of ruling: the 
civilized language, the decency, the decorum, which was once revered unquestioningly, has now been 
undermined greatly and has been replaced by Khanti Bhojpuri and rustic culture! The Rajput class, which 


always looked condescendingly at the lower castes, now doesn’t even waver to work under them, just to 
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reinforce itself against Brahmans! The whole system has turned upside down; how could it be possible if 


it wasn’t the truth that it’s zero inside which the universe resides chaotically.” 


Clouds roared and wind shrieked, as he stood up to get back. The gusting current of air was spinning the 
rainfall into wild vortices and was depressing the temperature of the ambience. The cool breeze 
caressed his lean body through his wet clothes as he walked through the woods. The lush green leaves 
looked more gorgeous and relaxing-to-the-eyes in the rain. Toads croaked, and insects buzzed, and a 
slew of other sounds, so distinct to his ears that he could tell one from another. An earthworm popped 
out of the ground and slithered through the muddy surface strewn with fallen leaves, while a squirrel 
ran on a branch flopping its fluffy tail over its back and head like an umbrella. And a dragonfly waited 
under a leaf of a tree keeping a fine balance in the air. “How can we humans claim ourselves to be 
superior to other animals,” he pondered. “Is it because of the technological development we’ve made? 
Destroying one resource to create another one! Egotism is what we humans are fraught with... We boast 
of our intellectual superiority, but why do we have to depend upon a dog to sniff out a thief, one from 
our own race? Why do we need a dog for that? Why don't we just train ourselves and do the job on our 
own? The defence we produce here is that we don't have as many olfactory receptors in our nose as 
there are in a dog, and a part of a dog’s brain is devoted to analyzing smells. But then why is our 
developed logical and intellectual ability considered superior to their developed instinctive abilities? 
Isn't it ironical that a race that considers itself superior to others needs another race that it looks down 
upon, to sniff out someone of its own race? Doesn't it seem at variance with our own asset, logic that is, 
that we, who haven't yet developed a reliable device to predict an earthquake, consider ourselves 
better than a race that has an uncanny ability to predict future catastrophe? Being at the top of the food 
chain isn’t everything; even the dinosaurs disappeared, and the ones which were at the bottom still 


exist... | truly believe in nature's impartiality.” 
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Just after crossing the woods Chandmari Mohalla started and from that far Kamla Sadan was 
conspicuously discernable. Kamla Sadan, the name of his house, painted in navy blue on the facade, 
which once stood out against the stark white paint of his house, had started fading as if trying to 
camouflage with the white background. The relatives and neighbors had bemocked his father as Joru ka 
Ghulam, when he had decided to name his house after his wife. But the bond of love between his 
parents was strong enough to be shaken by the societal hypocrisy: the bond so unbreakable that within 
a couple of days after his father’s death, his mother had got bed-ridden and within a week thereafter 
her soul had left this carnal world to meet her mate in heavenly abode. After their death the sense of 
lawfulness: towards the law of love, peace and understanding — which had always prevailed in the family 
— had started breaking down. And it grew so worse over the time that a few years back it had ruined the 
first marriage of Digambar Babu’s son, and had presently created a wall between his wife and his son. 
“In a way | can be held responsible for the condition of my family,” he cerebrated as he turned left after 
entering the main gate of Kamla Sadan to go to the garden in the backyard which he had always loved 
and cared for the most, even more than his family. “In fact | never truly loved my family. | denied them 
of what they had the right to have. | have always been an unhappy person, and it is the dejection of my 


heart that seeped out and destroyed the happiness of my family.” 


It had completely been his own decision: to not go abroad after graduating from one of the topmost 
engineering colleges of the country; to turn down the life-defining career opportunity that walked to 
him in the wake of his excellent internship project; to settle for the job as an engineer in local sugar 
factory that paid him way less than his caliber, so as to be in his home town to take care of his ailing 
father. But sacrifices are not easy to endure: they create a vacuum within, which constantly craves to be 
filled up by something tantamount, which he after the death of his parents had tried to fill up with the 
unrealistic expectations from his wife. He had embarked upon his constant quest to feel appreciated 


and supported by his wife for whatever he did: criticizing or giving advice had started meaning 
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disrespect to him. For him it became a wife’s duty to give her husband undivided attention whenever he 
wanted: his wife, Shakuntala, for him, became his private property that he could use the way he 


wanted. 


But that was not to be: his wife refused to become his private property... and dejected he had to turn his 
quest to the garden in the backyard of his house... And to his delight — but to his wife’s dismay — he 
found his true love in his trees that gave him undivided attention, never criticized him, and instilled in 


him a sense of fulfillment. 


“Around twenty five of my children are there in my garden,” he would tell people with pride. 
“Gangadhar, Prabhudayal, Vidyadhar, Tarakeshwar, Bhupinder are my favorites,” and he would point 
one by one towards each of them. And lastly he would introduce his dearest Jagannath, a mango tree, 
beneath which he would sit on a concrete bench for long hours on end, reading novels and news-papers, 
solving Sudoku and puzzles, and brooding over unsolved mysteries of nature. And when he did nothing, 
he would walk in the garden, would stop by each of his trees, would hug them, caress them and speak 
with them... It didn’t take long before he started giving all his family time to his trees, leaving the 
responsibilities for his biological children (a son and a daughter three years younger to him) entirely to 
his wife, by and by filling the vacuum inside himself at the expense of creating one in his wife’s heart, 


only to be filled up later by irritation and frustration. 
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The Desperate Surrender 


Tears trickled down Shankuntala Devi’s wrinkled cheeks, as her son’s harsh words — that he had hurled 
upon her in an altercation between them a couple of hours ago — reverberated in her ears, and pierced 
her heart. Tears are one of the wonders that manifest God’s greatness: they ooze out of the eyes to 
bear off the pain when it gets unbearable. They wash away the painful memories, and keep our heart 
from drowning in the ocean of dark emotions: if not for them this world would be full of bitter 


obnoxious people. 


“I am going to miss this house,” she murmured to herself gazing her fill at each nook and cranny of her 
room marked with the memories, sweet and bitter: of how she had been swept off her feet, totally and 
completely, by the first gentle touch of her husband; of how her infatuation had started vanishing a few 
months after her marriage on account of her husband’s never-ceasing reckless conduct that she 
despised vehemently; of how the feeling of you-are-mine and we-belong-to-each-other, which she had 
kicked out of herself on account of her husband’s impassive remoteness, had harked back to her heart 
just within a moment after she had lifted her son, her first child, in her arms for the first time and drifted 
from one corner to another singing him lullabies; of how one day she had given up on her husband and 
willed to bring up both of her children on her own; of how elated she had felt when she had fixed her 
son’s marriage to a girl of her own choice and hoped to savor the sweetness of the fruit of her 
endurance; of how she had spent sleepless nights in solitude after that marriage bit the dust; of how 
exonerated she had felt after she, a few months later, fixed her son’s second marriage; of how helpless 
she had felt watching her daughter shed tears in her lap upon being forced to marry someone else than 
whom she loved; and of how she, herself, had thrashed about excruciatingly every time the whip of her 


son’s harsh words wounded her heart. 
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“There is nothing left in this house that I can live for,” she ruminated slumped in her bereavement. “My 
son, whom | have loved more than anything in my life, hates me; my daughter who has always been my 
back bone is married and gone; and my husband... he was never there for me... nor will he ever be. | 
have lost every reason... every reason to stay here in this house... But why should | blame others! | was a 
pinhead to put my hope in others... first in my husband... and then in my children... and to have them 
trample it... It’s better to let go of the strings when they start cutting your fingers. And this is the time... 
to retire... to make up for the injustice | have done to myself all these years. | don’t deserve this for all | 
have done for this family. | am as much entitled to the happiness that is only mine... as others of this 


family are. ” 


She lay like a corpse in her bed as silence reigned in the house, the silence intermittently stirred up by 
her occasional whimpering and the birds’ episodic chirping: the birds that came daily at the daybreak, 
perched on the rooftop of Kamla Sadan, and shrieked at the top of their lungs as if calling someone they 
loved, someone they had been separated from, someone they hadn’t yet forgotten, someone they were 
still in hope of reunion with. But that day Shakuntala Devi could notice a difference in their chirps: those 
chirps had a tincture of euphoria in it. For the one who had inflicted tyrannies upon their beloved one 
had got her due punishment. For the one who had sowed the seed of their separation from their dear 
one was going to reap the same. For Karma was exhibiting its justness and was crushing the sinner 


under its curse. 


It was Savitri, her son’s first wife, who had made the birds addicted to her presence. Shakuntala Devi 
had seen her many a time standing still on the roof for minutes on end, with both her hands stretched 
out with grains of rice or wheat upon her palms and wait patiently for the birds to flutter to her one by 
one and pick the grains out of her palms. A gratifying smile always graced Savitri’s face when she hand- 


fed the birds like her own children, and the birds too reciprocated the affection by their boisterous flying 
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and chirping around her, exhibiting their trust towards her. “It’s a deliciously delightful experience,” she 
would reply whenever she was asked as to what pleasure she got in that. “To see the guileless birds 
accepting your presence and cozying up to you is pleasing; to win over their trust — it’s overwhelming; to 
be loved by them, for whom life is a love song — it’s rewarding... Love is the law of life, and foolish is he 


who tries to win over someone any other way.” 


It was Savitri’s uncanny ability to connect with others on humane level that had got on Shakuntla Devi’s 
nerves. The family that she hadn’t been able to keep glued was being reunified owing to Savitri’s 
affectionate nature. Her husband, who had always preferred spending time in his garden in order to 
avoid her, could be seen chatting garrulously with Savitri over tea in the garden. Her son, her only hope, 
who had given all the strings of his life in her hands, was apparently pulling some of them out of her 
hands to transfer their possession to another woman. The changing equation in the family reminded her 
of her failure as a homemaker, and was enough to awaken in her heart the green-eyed monster 
jealousy. The fear of being relegated to play second fiddle in her son’s life engulfed her, and in order to 
protect her place in the family, she waged a war implicitly against someone who was too naive to sense 
the severity of the situation before her life was uprooted altogether... Jealousy is one of the blackest 
emotions that humans possess: it stems out of weakness and ultimately bears the bitter fruits of 
wickedness, which quite often end up poisoning the innocent victims, who have never done any harm to 


the possessor. 


“O poor child! What cruelties | inflicted upon you,” Shakuntla Devi exclaimed and burst into fresh bout 
of tears. “Such a pure-hearted girl | had got for a bahu, and | ruined her life, much less value her! 
Vinaash-Kaale-Vipareet-Buddhi! When the doom is immediate, delusion takes over mind! Or why would 


| not be happy with a bahu, who had everything that an ideal bahu should have!” 


13|Page 


Savitri’s bhajans that she would daily sing in her morning-pooja, and the sound of the praying bell, which 
would serve as the wake up bell to the other family members, was still fresh in Shakuntala Devi’s mind, 
and she missed that every day. Savitri’s working the whole day, fulfilling everyone’s demands, without 
needing rest, and still managing to sport a smile on her face — Shakuntala Devi wished she had taken it 
as her asset, not as her competition. The appreciation that Savitri would get from everyone in the family 
for her adeptness at the art of cooking, for her efficiency at other household chores, and mostly for her 
sweet nature — Shakuntala Devi wished she hadn’t envied that... If only, brooded Shakuntala Devi, her 


soul was not afflicted with the ulcer called envy! 


She delved deeper in her thoughts to recall when it was exactly when envy and jealousy had first 
crawled up her skin and dug the first hole in her heart. It was perhaps the evening when she was going 
through her son’s wedding album and her husband had just happened to drop by their bedroom — the 
album that she would burn after her son’s second marriage, so that the kaala-saaya of his first marriage 


wouldn’t spoil his future. 


It was the first picture of the album, the family picture: her son, Sarvesh, was sitting on the wedding sofa 
with his bride: the groom, clad in his golden sherwani, staring right into the camera having a confident 
look of a pompous child, while the bride dressed in her maroon-colored /ehenga-choli, her eyes pinned 
down to her knees and her face sporting a sweet smile unveiling her pearl-like teeth that accentuated 
her beauty; her daughter, Nisha, stood behind the couple with her hands, one on the bride’s shoulder 
while another on the groom’s; to the left of her bahu stood her husband, his face plainly reflecting his 
abhorrence towards the gaudy customs of Indian marriages; and to the right of her son stood she 
herself, her left hand around her son, clutching his shoulder tightly as if exhibiting her possessiveness 


towards him. 
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“What a beautiful and alive picture it is,” her husband had commented. “It’s breathing... breathing out 
the true colors of the characters... | don’t know how the cameraman managed to capture all these colors 
in one picture! But he did it! All the colors! Different, but are integrated so seamlessly like a rainbow 
that it looks like one single color: the rainbow color! The family color! Just like a rainbow needs rain and 
sunshine to exhibit its beauty, this family needed something of the sort too! And to our delight we have 
got the thing in the form of our bahu... We are indeed fortunate to have a bahu like her... She is setting 
everything right that got rumpled long back... She is very much like maai, a perfect homemaker who 


knows how to keep the family glued! If maai were alive, she would be really proud of her.” 


Though not in the least intended to downplay Shakuntla Devi’s sacrifices for the family, each word that 
her husband had said in their bahu’s praise, contributed to rousing envy inside her, and blinded by it she 
embarked upon a mission to pick apart every little mistake that Savitri committed and blew it out of all 
proportion, in order to elevate herself above her. Even a minute of delay in breakfast or dinner was not 
acceptable, and even a piece of paper on the floor was considered cleaning-not-properly-done. Any 
word said by Savitri in her maaika-waala’s praise was reckoned as an insult towards her sasuraal- 
waalas, and any unsought advice from her made her a bahu mastered in crafty artfulness. From 
“hnaven’t-your-parents-taught-you-anything” to “how-a-characterless-mother-would-find-time-to-instill- 


good-manners-in-her-children” — Shakuntala Devi left no stone untouched. 


But there is a threshold to everything, beyond which it crumbles, and endurance is not an exception to 
it. The suppressed ire inside Savitri, caused by continuous humiliation, grew worse day by day, and 


ultimately breaking the barrier of bearing came out with such ferocity as incurred damage irreparable. 


Shakuntala Devi was taken aback when Savitri had retaliated at her hen-pecking for the first time by 
“Do-it-yourself-if-you-are-not-satisfied.” That had made her gorge rise, and infuriated she had 


threatened Savitri to kick out of the house if she dared to talk back ever again. After that her nagging 
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grew even worse, and whenever once in a blue moon Savitri retaliated, she hurled at her all the abuses 
that she knew. Her daughter invariably took her side, and they made sure that Savitri was nailed to the 
ground every time she dared to argue back. As if it was not enough, Shakuntala Devi, wearing sullen 
face, would sit on the sofa in the living room, and wait for her son to return from work, to be the first 
one to complain... about how his wife had treated her insolently and cast at her all the cuss words, to 


give testimony to which her daughter would always be there behind her back. 


It would be more than enough to hurt the sentiments of the mother’s boy, and infuriated he would 
blast at his wife without even trying to know her side of story. Though it was verbal initially, very soon it 
turned into physical when Savitri refused to give up on arguing back. Slapping, hair pulling, punching in 
the gut became his masculine ways to shut her up. And thereafter, as if to seek validation for his 
violence, he would take refuge into his mother’s lap, who would promptly extend her concurrence by 
showering warmth over him, thoughtless of the fact that she was actually digging the grave for her own 


son’s marriage. 


It was a stormy day, the day the final nail was knocked in the coffin. The ominous clouds, the noontime 
darkness, the rumbling thunder, the dreadful lighting, and the damp-smelling air — everything 
foreshadowed bad omen, but heedless of the signs everybody was taking the day as just another day. 
The mother-daughter duo had been badgering Savitri nonstop since morning upon every petty thing and 
Savitri had been enduring with extreme patience, until she ultimately hit the ceiling. Unbeknownst to 
her senses, Savitri’s hands reached her mother-in-law’s hands and clasped them so hard as broke the 
bangles thereof. She then jerked her mother-in-law’s hands to her own neck and yelled at the top of her 
lungs: “Why don’t you really kill me and get it over with once and for all?” The mother-daughter duo 
was shaken to the core... Savitri, a moment later, thrust her mother-in-law’s hands back and ran to her 


bedroom, and locked it from inside. 
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Shakuntala Devi, as always, sitting on the sofa in the living room, waited for her son to come back, but 
this time with her hands stretched out with the broken bangles upon her palms, and extra amount of 
tears in her eyes. When Sarvesh, her son, entered the house, she didn’t need to explain anything to him: 


the scene itself spoke eloquently of the tumult that had transpired. 


He blew his stack and threw his bag at the floor, and ran to his bedroom. He knocked on the locked 
door and waited with fire raging within him, but the door remained shut. The rage surged and his knocks 
changed over to kicks. Ultimately when the door opened after sometime, the anger had clouded him 
completely, and burning fiercely with rage he hit Savitri at her jaws with his clenched fist so forcefully as 
broke one of her teeth and cut her lower lip; immediately thereafter another punch in her gut with as 
much force. Agonizing with pain, she bent down and blurted out: “Hijra kahinka, raises his hands on a 
woman!” The word Hijra struck hard at his manhood, and trembling with fury he ran to the verandah to 
fetch the wooden rod that always lay there for the purpose of shooing away street dogs and cats. Savitri 
was still sitting at the door jamb, crying and cursing, when he returned and hit hard at her head with the 


rod. 


Silence swallowed up the house as Savitri lay there unconscious, blood flowing profusely from her head. 
All Sarvesh could hear was his heart pounding hard, inside which the fury had been replaced by fear. The 
rod slipped from his hand, as his sister’s screams penetrating the silence hit his eardrums, and 
aggravated the panic inside him. He glanced at his sides to look for some support for his sinking heart, 
but to no avail, as his mother with her trembling hands was busy in examining Savitri’s pulse, while his 
sniveling sister had stuck her left ear at Savitri’s chest. “Ah! What a beast | have been!” A voice came 
from his inside, and shook him up by the roots; the inner voice that had been drowned long back, 
somewhere deep within, by the noise of opinions of others; the voice that had been constantly 


screaming ever since, albeit failingly, from the depth to make itself heard; the voice that was now 
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distinctly audible in silence, suggesting him to take a new path, a path that he would have to walk upon 


alone. 


Shakuntala Devi was sitting on the bed in her bedroom with her head between her knees, as her 
husband, red with rage, was shouting fervidly at her. Sarvesh, her son, had left the house immediately 
after the incident without telling anybody where he was going, while Nisha, her daughter, was sitting in 


another room tending to the wounded Savitri, who had come to consciousness after a couple of hours. 


“It was perhaps not the direct impact, or she would have died,” Doctor Sharan had said, whom 
Digambar Babu had called up on urgent basis. Upon the doctor’s enquiry about the matter, Digambar 
Babu had made up a story making an imaginary thief the culprit of the crime, who had sneaked stealthily 
into the house and in defense hit Savitri when she had started screaming to gather the family members. 
“Now thefts and robberies have started taking place in broad daylight,” Doctor Saab had exclaimed, at 


which Digambar Babu had just clucked his tongue. 


After Doctor Sharan was gone, Digambar Babu had come straight to his bedroom and started shouting 
at his wife: “What has gotten into you, you wicked woman! You have sunk so low that you have started 
allaying your sadistic thirst with the innocent ones’ lives! So blinded you have been in jealousy as can’t 
see that it’s upon the ruins of your only son’s life that you are building your victory tower!” He paused 
and waited for a moment for an explanation on her part, but her face remained sunken between her 


knees. 


“It’s not entirely your fault,” he continued. “I am equally blameworthy for every damn thing... Not only 


you and |, but everyone in this family... This family has sinned, and one day, sooner or later, it has to 
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suffer... A thousand drops of tear everyone will shed for every drop of blood that has spilled from the 


head of that innocent child... | can see it... The future of the family... It is doomed.” 


That was the day when the curse was put on the family; and by someone who instead ought to have 
taken the reins of the family in his hands and lead it out of the pernicious pitfall; by someone who had 
never before blasted so boisterously at anyone in his life, let alone cursing. Forgiving, forgetting, and 
then escaping to his comfort zone was what he had always adhered to. Even he himself, a moment later, 
was aghast at the curse that he had just spewed: it wasn’t his words... Maybe it was Karma who had sat 
upon his tongue, and put her curse on the family through him. Maybe it was Karma who had used him 


as an instrument to do the inevitable. Maybe it was Karma! Maybe! 


“I am going to miss this house,” reiterated Shakuntala Devi to herself, as her husband entered the 
bedroom and opened the windows to let the fresh air in. She at once put a weak smile on her face to 
hide her pain behind it, as the daylight tried to unveil it. But countenance can be colored, how to color 
the core; crooked are the eyes that convey the pain to the fore. The sparkling drop of pearl in her eyes 


couldn’t elude his attention. 


He saw it as an opportunity to take the first step towards mending the damages that he had incurred 
upon the family, especially upon his wife, on account of his apathy, and he by no means wanted to let 


the opportunity pass him by. 


“Something is troubling you?” he asked, taking the first step towards his mission set-everything-in-the- 


family-right. 


She didn’t respond. 
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“Something troubling you?” he asked again 


“You remember what baau-ji told me at the time of my grih-pravesh?” she asked with a slight quiver in 


her voice. 


“Hmm... After your vidaai! How can | forget the beautiful, innocent face peeping through the veil,” he 
said in order to cheer her up. “Awfully nervous you were... to the point of collapsing... A perfectly 


cultured Indian bride! That’s why baau-/ji always admired you!” 


“What did he say exactly,” she interjected showing her indifference towards his gruntling. “About the 


stages of life and all?” 


“The Ashrama System: the four stages of life,” he replied half-heartedly. “He believed that his 
responsibilities towards the family had come to end after our marriage, and he wanted to go on a 
pilgrimage to Hardwar with maai... But that was not to be... A day before the planned date baau-ji 


passed away.” 


“Hmm... What is that stage called — the third stage?” 


“Vanaprastha, the retirement stage: when a person after completing the grihastha stage starts 
relinquishing the worldly attachments. He hands over the household responsibilities to the next 


generation, and gradually withdraws from the world.” 


“But then what’s the point of earning all the things if you are going to renounce them one day?” 


“| don’t know! Maybe it was the way to create a balance in the society. Or maybe they thought it was 


the way to squeeze the most out of life.” He replied edifyingly. 


“How can one suddenly stop caring for the things one has earned? Especially one’s children! Is it really 


under human’s capability? The emotional strings — can one really let go of them?” 
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“I’ve seen people who underwent the transition quite gracefully.” 


“Gracefully! Huh!” She smirked. “Maybe they were never really attached to their children in the first 
place... I’ve seen self-centered people who care about none other than themselves,” she said assertively 


to drive her resentment home. 


“Hmm... | know... | know,” and he smiled the slow smile of guilt. “Maybe that self-centered one is sorry 


for what he has done, and wants to mend his mistakes now...” 


“Huh! Sorry!” Her face flushed with fury. “You know | waited for you for so long... Way Longer than | 
should have! But your sphere of existence never intersected with mine... your happiness was 
somewhere else... And now after spoiling the most precious years of my life, you are back saying you 


are sorry! Sorry, but your sorry can’t make up for what you have done.” 


“| know...| know... but for once step into my shoes and think about why I did what | did... So heartbroken 
| was when | lost both of my parents within a month... | had already killed my career with my own 
hands... The only hope | had left was in you, and when my expectations — that | know were quite 
immature — weren’t met, | was completely shattered. Depression was about to devour me when | found 


a family in my garden... as a savior... And... And...” 


“And you pushed this family to the backburner! Just for your own happiness! For your insane desires! 


Even your children meant nothing to you! Epitome of selfishness you are!” 


“Maybe | am, but it’s not true that | don’t love my children... It’s not true at all... | have made mistakes, | 


admit, but | am so eager to mend them... to reunite our broken family — why can’t you see this?” 


“A broken family needs a man at the helm... that you never were... nor will you ever be... And now | am 
exhausted of playing the man of the family too... | am done with this family... | want to start anew: | 


want to go to our village and spend the rest of my life there in peace!” She said all that in one breath. 
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“What!” he exclaimed. “Are you serious? | mean it’s childish!” 


“You just said you have seen many people who underwent the transition quite gracefully!” 


“But what will you do there all alone?” he asked irritatingly. 


“Why! We have a big house there... and our farms... It’s time | took care of them... And Didi is there too! 


“Oh! It’s your sister! That’s why she came here last week: to manipulate you into being the support for 


her old age?” 


“It’s not as you think it is. She cares for me.” 


“Where was all this care when her husband was alive or her children were living with her? Now that the 


children have settled abroad...” 


“Don’t | need her as well?” she interrupted. “I can’t afford to be cynical now... I’ve made up my mind, 


and | am going... You don’t have to tag along... | know you don’t want to.” 


“I’ve always hedged my responsibilities as a husband... This is the opportunity that fate has proffered 
me, and you think | am going to miss on this? | don’t know if it will be enough, but maybe this is the way 
| can make up for my mistakes... But please, for the sake of all you have done for this family, think once 


again. Is your desperate surrender really worth it?” 


‘The desperate surrender’ found a loud echo inside Shakuntala Devi’s heart, and the happy moments of 


her past came running down her anguished memory lane, making her wishy-washy in her 
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determination. An impulse exhorted her: to dash at once to her husband, who had slipped back to his 
garden, and thank him for having stopped her from committing a blunder. But she preferred to wait, to 
give herself time, to be certain. Her mind hovered even as her eyes were riveted to the door of her 
room. But before a conclusion could rivet her mind, her eyes started hovering between the two Ping- 
Pong balls that Supriya, her granddaughter, who had just entered her room, was juggling. Her grandson, 
the apple of her eye, who had turned three the previous day, was clapping and jumping and cheering for 
his sister. The temptation to pamper her darling grandson found no resistance in her, and prodded her 


to call out to him: “Gopal baba, come here!” 


Gopal’s jumping and clapping ceased as he stood there confused, first looking at his grandmother and 
then looking back at his sister who had stopped juggling as well. After a while he followed his sister as 


she walked towards their grandmother. 


Shakuntala Devi lifted Gopal in her arms, ensconced him upon her lap and implanted a kiss upon his left 
cheek, even as Supriya sat down onto the bed beside her, staring at her, as if trying to trace the agony 


inside her face. 


“Are you going daadi?” asked Supriya a moment later, while Shakuntala Devi was busy pampering 


Gopal. 


The compassion in the question touched Shakuntala Devi and she returned a weak smile, moving her 


hand over Supriya’s head. 


“Don’t go daadi,” said Supriya and rested her head upon daadi’s lap — the same lap from which she had 


once been so pushed off that she had fallen off the bed and cut open her forehead. 


Shakuntala Devi still regretted the day when she had pushed Supriya off her lap — that was the usual 


saas-bahu-altercation-day. Though after the debacle of her son’s first marriage, Shakuntala Devi had 
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decided to be lenient and loving towards Savita, her new bahu, Savita’s conspicuous crusade to control 
everything from the very first day she entered the house, had soon started getting on her nerves, and 
within a year she was back in authoritative mode. But Savita was no Savitri: she refused to submit. In 
every heated argument it would invariably be Shakuntala Devi who had to yield, as Savita by far 
bettered her in aggression. Moreover, her daughter was no more there to support her, and her son had 


stopped poking his nose in the saas-bahu altercation... 


That day too she had had to yield, and after accepting defeat, had had to recede to her bedroom. Sunk 
in sulkiness she was sitting on her bed, when Supriya had entered her bedroom and jumped into her lap. 
Rage repressed within had taken over her and she had pushed Supriya so hard that she had fallen off 


the bed and hit the floor headlong. 


“Blessed are the children,” Shakuntala Devi ruminated, “with the boon of innocence that creates a 
shield of forgetfulness around them to keep them from being tormented by bad memories and 
grudges... So pure is the child’s compassion — not in the least tinted with tartness, which | would have 


evoked if | had the done the same with any grown-up...” 


Even her own son had stopped talking to her after the incident and it had taken him a month before 
they got back on speaking terms again. Though the incident was never discussed in the house again, the 
mother-son relationship had taken yet another ugly turn. The only thing that hadn’t changed after the 


incident was the children’s unregulated raw emotions towards everything... 


“It can’t be altered so easily,” she said to herself, “until the innocence is within.” 


A few moments later, while Supriya was still cozying up in her lap, Gopal got off her lap and retreated, 
with the Ping-Pong balls, to the open space by the door, failingly trying his hands at the juggling. Supriya 


nuzzled in her lap and wrapped her arms around her waist. 
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The affection and warmth that her granddaughter displayed aroused a fresh pang of guilt inside her 
heart and brought about a fresh bout of tears in her eyes... She apologized to her granddaughter, once 
again, in her mind, and was going to kiss the scar on her forehead, when her son entered her bedroom 


and ordered both of his children to go back to their room and take out their books, which they followed. 


“What are you doing, maa?” he asked in a grave voice after the children were gone. “Can’t all this drama 


wait for some time?” 


She looked aside and fixed her eyes at the windows. “This room has started stinking,” she murmured to 


herself. “It needs fresh air... Good that he opened the windows...” 


“Lam talking to you!” he almost shouted. 


“The bed isn’t made yet,” she gnarled and got off the bed, and started patting the wrinkles out of the 


bed sheet. 


“Aren’t you overreacting? You know what | am going through, still you...” he said irritatingly. “Okay! Do 


what you want. I really don’t care.” And he walked out of the room with long angry steps. 


‘Aren’t you overreacting?’ echoed in her ears and reminded her of how she had treated Savitri’s brother, 


when he had come to take his sister back home forever. 


“| don’t want to talk anything about it now,” he had reacted, when her husband had tried to talk him 
into not taking any decision impetuously. It was “it’s our fault that we married our girl to a family of 


animals,” that Savitri’s brother had said, which had made her blow her top. 


“Get out of my house and wait outside,” she had then shouted at him, and then had shut her husband 


off by “isn’t he overreacting?” when he had tried to calm her down and asked her not to overreact. 
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She should have controlled her ego that day, she told herself. The family could have been saved from 
the catastrophe, but she was blinded by the superiority complex of ladka-wallas. “You are forgetting 


that you are ladki-walla,” she had lambasted at Savitri’s brother. 


“It’s my ego and jealousy that destroyed everything,” she damned herself. 


The post-pluvial cool breeze stroked her cheeks and played with her disheveled hair as she walked to 
the window and looked outside. The gleeful chorus of the birds had ceased, as they had disappeared 
into the distant blue haze. Two litchi trees stood erected at each side of the window making way for the 
breeze to pass in and allowing Shakuntala Devi to savor the scenic view. Her husband had indeed put his 
heart and soul into his garden: a small fountain at the center, the well-manicured lawn divided into two 
halves by a cobblestone pathway which began at the balcony and running wavily ended at the bench, 
upon which he would daily sit and read the newspapers and novels. Two climbing rose plants adorned 
the two pillars at the balcony to welcome the visitors with its aroma, while the yellow marigolds that 
formed four rows, two at each side of the wavy pathway, went beautifully well with the light orange 
color of the cobbles. Half a dozen of green labyrinths at both sides of the pathways and various colorful 
flowers inside them, and behind the bench bigger labyrinths inside which stood bigger trees — were 
quite catching to the eyes. Other shrubberies that were bonnily placed in the lawn area enhanced the 
beauty of the garden, while the curtain creepers hid the ugliness of the barbed wire fencing. As if it was 
not enough, to enrich its exquisiteness a swarm of water lilies emerged on their own and rose above the 


huge leaves floating on the surface of the water that filled up the lowland every rainy season... 


The lowland which lay behind the fence of the garden... The lowland of around quarter an acre, over 
which a legal dispute had been running for the past ten years... between two brothers who once lived 
under the same roof in their village... the elder of whom, after their father’s death, vitiated by greed, 
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kicked the younger one and his family out of their house, and took hold of most of the lowland plot, 


giving the younger one only a small portion at one corner. 


The younger brother’s small gabled house built upon its elevated plinth in that small portion of the plot 
was visible to Shauntala Devi from her window, beside which passed a broken brick road which lead 
straight to Kamla Sadan. A couple of children of the mohalla had come out of their houses and were 
running and playing on the brick road, when the loud holler of the sonpapdi-walla interrupted them: 


“Papdi-Sonpapdi! Khaye Butru Bakdi! Papdi-Sonpapdi!” 


As the sonpapdi-walla rode his bicycle on the broken brick road, keeping the sonpapdi box tied to its 
carrier, the children rushed inside their houses to nag their mothers to give them athanni or ek rupiya 
for sonpapdi. The sonpapdi-walla as usual stopped at the window of the gabled house, took out a pinch 


of sonpapdi, and placed it upon a palm stretched out of the window. 


“Everyone in Motihari is aware of the boy’s condition, still nobody came in his defense that day,” 
Shakuntala Devi mused. She had seen him a week ago through the same window while passing by his 
house: shaved head, bandage on his forehead, bruises over his face, cuts over his hands. The rattle of 
the chain had drawn her attention: the chain that tied his right foot to the window. Chained by the right 
ankle Hariom was busy scribbling something on the ground with a pebble. The piteous plight of the boy 
was more than enough to evoke empathy inside her: towards someone whom she had never liked 


before. 


How could a woman like a boy whom her husband had been giving all his father-child time that her 
children were entitled to! Her heart had begrudgingly burned every time she had seen them spending 
quality time in the garden. Her husband really adored him, and would always heap praises upon him. 


“What a precocious child,” her husband would go into raptures about him, at which the envious mother 
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inside her would always retort by: “If you had given even half as much attention to our son, he would 


have done wonders”, or “Your daughter has grown young; she is your responsibility as well”. 


But all those charity-begins-at-home lectures had failed to divert her husband’s obsession towards the 
boy, and they had never stopped spending time with each other, until a few weeks back, when the 


incident at Durga Mandir occurred, after which Hariom’s father started chaining him inside his room. 


“What sin,” reflected Shakuntala Devi, “did that child commit wherefore he is getting punished? Or the 
family! His father, who was cheated by his own brother! His mother! | can’t imagine what she must be 
going through! The agonizing pain of a mother who has lost both her sons: elder one to death and 


younger one to insanity: no pain can be more excruciating for a mother than this!” 


The seemingly bigger misery of Hariom’s family worked as an anesthetic to numb Shakuntala Devi’s pain 
temporarily, but what happens when the anesthesia ultimately wears off! The pain harks back... and one 


can’t endure one’s whole life on anesthesia. 
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The Mask of Sanity 


Tears trickled down Hariom’s father’s dark cheeks as he let Digambar Babu know about Hariom’s 


disappearance. 


Digambar Babu had put about half of the luggage in the tonga-cart when Hariom’s father reached there, 
long faced, in search of his missing son. Digambar Babu had finally yielded to his wife’s demands to go 
and settle in the village at that stage of life, after a fortnight of failed persuasion. The strongest shackle, 
though, was the bond of love that he shared with his garden, the love that he had once thought was 
unshakeable, even in the face of the wildest storm, but it had ultimately given in to the guilt trip that 
had been inflicting heavy blows upon his conscience for quite some time. The day he had at last made 
up his mind had been quite afflictive to his heart: he had gone straight to his garden and hugged all his 
trees one by one and shed tears, and returned to his wife to give the green light to her demands only 


when his tears had eased his heartache quite enough. 


It was in the morning only that he had heard a good news in a long time: the news of Doctor Sharan’s 
son’s return home alive. It was Doctor Saab who had called up to thank him for whatever he did, and 
also to inform him that they would be leaving bag and baggage for Jaipur the next week. Digambar Babu 
was so happy for Doctor Saab that for a moment he had forgotten all his sufferings. But the happiness 
hadn’t even worn off completely before the news of Hariom’s disappearance came as another heavy 


blow to his heart. 
“How!” exclaimed Digambar Babu. “I mean he was always chained to the window of your house, right?” 


“Yes, he was... until the noontime he was...” said Hariom’s father in a heavy voice. “But you see how 


difficult it is for a girl to see her brother in such a pitiable condition... And such responsibilities she has to 
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shoulder at this age! He started screaming and hitting his head against the wall in the noon... So she had 


to unchain him to calm him down... But he pushed her aside and fled away... I am really scared.” 


“Have you lodged FIR?” asked Digambar Babu. 


“No! Not yet,” replied Hariom’s father and broke down into tears. “I... | can’t do this anymore... | am 
tired of this life now! You call this a life! My father used to call me panauti — which | now think | really 
am... Whoever is associated with me is in miserable condition... as if they are paying for the sins of my 
previous birth! Both of my sons were like my two hands; fate has already hacked one of my hands; | 
don’t want to lose my second one, even though it’s paralyzed...” and he fell to his knees; his convulsive 


sobs were now clearly audible to Digambar Babu. 


“But let’s go and file an FIR at least,” suggested Digambar Babu. 


“How is it going to make any difference?” questioned Hariom’s father sobbingly. “For last ten years | 
have been running around in courts, first for my plot... and then to get justice for my elder son... but still 
you see... Do you really think | am going to get justice ever in my life? My family is still suffering and they 


are roaming free... Justice! Justice is just a myth in this world.” 


Hariom’s father was out of the town the day Satyam, his elder son, was killed. He had always feared 
Satyam’s idealism and violent temper, and had warned him time and again against his false presumption 
that they could fight for their right for half of the plot, without the help of law. Despite his warnings, in 
his absence Satyam had called upon a few laborers and got a wall built dividing the plot into two halves. 
It hadn’t taken even a day before the news reached Hariom’s taau back in the village, and the very next 


day the Chandaal-Chaukdi — by which Hariom’s father used to call the four sons of his elder brother — 
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was at the plot with hammers and Jathis to break the wall and beat the hell out of anyone who came in 
their way. A scuffle between Satyam and the Chandaal Chaukdi ensued, and the youngest of the 
Chandaal Chaukdi in a fit of rage cracked Satyam’s head open with his hammer. Before Hariom’s mother 
could reach there, Satyam had breathed his last breath, and the Chandaal Chaukdi had fled the crime 


scene. 


When Hariom’s father reached the hospital, Satyam had already been declared dead by the hospital 
authorities. His wife was sitting on the floor of the hospital, crying at the top of her lungs with the 
mohalla-women surrounding her and trying to console her, while the rest of his two children were 
standing in one corner and looking at their mother miserably. His wife flew off the handle the moment 
she saw him, and lambasted him for his cowardliness, for not standing up for his right, for not being able 


to protect his family. 


Guilt-stricken by his wife’s reproach he had filed yet another case against his brother and his four sons, 
not realizing that, like his son, he too was under a false presumption that he could get justice by the way 


of law in a country where justice was too expensive a commodity for a poor man to afford. 


Digambar Babu, after Hariom’s father left, got the luggage down from the tonga-cart and carried them 
back to his room. His request to his wife to postpone their departure till next week was accepted 


without any protest... 


In order to combat the stress that had been too much for him to handle, he as always slipped into his 
garden to take refuge under his dearest Jagannath — the spot which used to be his rendezvous with 


Hariom in the past, where they would talk like a father-son for hours on end. 
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Digambar Babu sat on the bench and stared silently into the space, regretting the moment he had 
agreed to mentor the child. Though it was Hariom’s father, he reflected, who had requested him to find 
some time for Hariom out of his busy schedule and mentor him, it was probably his own strong desire to 


live out his broken dreams through that gifted child which ruined the child’s life. 


Hariom would come routinely on every Sunday to meet him, and would wait on the bench until the 
latter was through with tending to his garden. Afterwards the whole day they would spend on the bench 
together: while Digambar Babu would read the newspaper, Hariom would take the Sunday 
supplementary pages and would busy himself in solving Sudoku, puzzles, and mathematical riddles. 
Invariably Hariom would solve all the puzzles and riddles before Digambar Babu could complete his 
newspaper... and that too without any help. Stuffed with curiosity Hariom would then let off a volley of 
questions — amassed inside the child throughout the weekdays — at Digambar Babu, and Digambar Babu 
would not only just try to quench the child’s curiosity, but would even encourage him to explore 
everything he laid his eyes upon, as Digambar babu always believed that curiosity crucified is the future 
denied. He would give the child examples, or would tell him short stories or fables to explain things, to 
give a clearer picture thereof. He would even give the child home works to complete within a week, to 
check if whatever he had taught wasn’t going in vain, and to his delight he would always find the home 


works correctly completed when they met again the next Sunday. 


In quite a few weeks Digambar Babu had grown quite fond of Hariom, and had subconsciously started 
hoping for the gifted child — whom he had started looking at as an extension of himself — to achieve 
what he couldn’t, and exhorted by the very aspiration he pushed that child to a place which did quite 


the opposite of what he had hoped for. 


It was in that very garden, on that very bench that he had made the decision, just after he came across 


the advertisement in the newspaper: the advertisement of the first ever English medium missionary 
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school in the town. In a moment he had resolved that he would not let Hariom’s talent be squandered at 
any cost, the way he did let his own, and would urge the child’s parents to get him admitted in the 
private missionary school, as the child needed proper schooling, which he couldn’t get in the 
government schools of the town, where during unannounced visits rarely any teacher could be found in 
the classrooms, where the students didn’t need to study to pass the examinations, and where the 


children learned nothing but gundagardi and awaaragardi. 


Hariom’s mother was so pleased with the positive feedback of her child from Digambar Babu that she 
readily agreed to his advice to pick a vacant job at one of his acquaintance’s tailor shop, so that the 
family could earn enough to be able to bear the extra expenditure that Hariom’s study was going to 


incur. “I have recommended your name there, you’ll surely get the job,” Digambar Babu reassured her. 


Hariom's father was initially skeptical about the decision, and denied the idea of his wife’s working, 
saying that a talent doesn't need any school to bloom and if his son was destined to succeed, he would 
anyway — which school he was going to study in wouldn’t make any difference. But he had to yield 
ultimately to the ceaseless nagging of his wife and the guilt trip she gave him that they must take pains 


for Hariom’s bright future, as they had failed as parents for their elder son. 


Digambar Babu blessed for success from the depth of his heart, as Hariom touched his feet before going 
for the first day of his school. The excitement was evident on Hariom’s face: his new uniform, new 
shoes, new bag, and most importantly his new books. Digambar Babu’s eyes sparkled as well with all the 


rosy pictures of the child’s future. “This child is going places,” he said to himself... 


Exactly what long ago one of Digambar Babu’s school teachers had said about him when he had cracked 
the toughest engineering entrance examination of India in his very first attempt, and secured a good 
rank as well; exactly what one of his professors had said, whom he had impressed so much within a year 
that in the second year he was in the professor’s team for one of his ambitious projects. 
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But fate had had something else in store for him: during the semester break after his second year, 
Digambar Babu had stayed back in the campus to complete his part of the project, but before he could 
get the final results, he received the news of his father’s first major heart attack as a heavy blow to his 


drive. 


He had had to leave the project uncompleted, and being the only child of his parents had had to stay at 
home for a couple of months, as the sudden shock and the fear of losing the love of her life had left his 


mother shattered and disoriented as well. 


It’s only after his father’s health got stable, and his mother regained composure that he could get back 
to the campus, but by then on account of his prolonged absence and failure to submit the final report by 
the scheduled date, his strict disciplinarian professor had kicked him out of his team, and his part had 


been given to another student to continue. 


But he wasn’t going to let his hopes be shattered so easily. During the fifth and sixth semesters he 
completed two minor projects under another professor, and applied for internship to a reputed 


company based in Germany. 


The management of the company got so impressed with his work that they gave pre-placement offer to 
him... After the offer when he had started believing that his life was back on track again, his drive got 


another blow by the news of his father’s second heart attack. 


Though his father survived the second heart attack as well, it had again started scattering the things that 
he had painstakingly aligned. Her mother’s health had started deteriorating as well, owing to the stress 
and fear that she constantly lived under. She had started losing her weight rapidly, and shortness of 


breath and swelling of her legs had started troubling her. 
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After his father’s condition got stable, he had taken her to the same doctor as his father was being 
treated by. Stress cardiomyopathy was what the doctor diagnosed, and advised him to keep her from 


any kind of stress whatsoever. 


The whole responsibility of the family had fallen upon his shoulders, and burdened beneath it he 
couldn’t focus on his studies. For the first time throughout his college years her grade sheet reflected 


poor grades, the lowest in his final B.Tech Project. 


Albeit he already had pre-placement offer in his hand, going abroad had been out of the question. His 
father’s desire to die in his own town, in his own house, on his own charpai, which had grown quite 
unshakeable lately, had turned his possibility to work in any other city bleak. He kept on dangling 
between his filial duty and future prospect for a few days... but ultimately it was his career he had had to 


comprise on. 


Just after he completed his degree, he had got a job in Motihari sugar factory, and within a year had had 
to get married to get someone to take care of his ailing parents, and also to fulfill yet another desire of 


his father to see his grandchildren before he died... 


He, however, hadn’t been able to fulfill his father’s latter desire: before his first child was born, his 


parents had left this mortal world. 


About two years after Hariom’s first day of school, Digambar Babu had got the news that Hariom had 
been expelled from his school in the wake of his mental illness. The perturbing and unnerving news had 
come out of the blue and thrown Digambar Babu into a tizzy. It was shocking, as in the early days of his 
school Hariom had never complained or even given a hint of anything that troubled him. He had always 


found the child quite happy with his new school: every weekend, just like before, the child would come 
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and visit him in the garden, and tell him with vigor what all he had learned throughout the week. A few 
months later, however, the child’s visits had been less frequent and ultimately ceased altogether. But 
Digambar Babu hadn’t been able to keep track of all that owing to his preoccupancy lately caused by the 


upheaval in his own family. 


Fate had failed his plans once again. Once again he had failed to do justice to his resolution. This time his 
failure hurt ever more as it involved the future of an innocent child who had put his complete faith in 


him... not only the child, but his family as well. 


Guilt-stricken, knowing well that he couldn’t undo what he had done, he had made for Hariom’s house 


at once, in order to make whatever amends he could, in whatever way possible. 


Hariom was sleeping when he had reached his house. 


“He fell asleep just half an hour back after two days of sleeplessness,” Hariom’s mother had said. 


When he had asked her as to how the misfortune happened, she had broken down into the convulsive 


sobs. 


Hariom’s father had then caressed her shoulder to calm her down, and said: “In this family how and why 
are now beside the point, saab. It’s just that we are a cursed family: maybe each one of us in this family 
had sinned in their previous births, and in this birth God has sent us sinners in a single family to pay for 
the sins of each other. Maybe that’s how He works! Or why would one betray one’s own brother; or 
why would one kill one’s own cousin, or why would a child, whose bright future everyone guaranteed, 
all of a sudden without any reason go deranged in his mind! The only answer to all these why’s is we are 


fated to suffer until we die... each one of us...” 


“Why didn’t you let me know earlier?” had asked Digambar Babu. 
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“What would you have done!” had almost yelled Hariom’s father irritatingly. 


Digambar Babu had then asked no more questions, but was reluctant to accept that Hariom’s condition 
had come out of nothing: he could smell there was something fishy about it; something graver than it 
was apparent. “The child was so full of life,” he reflected. “He had topped his class last year, and was 
quite happy... And currently there was no apparent problem in his house as such... So what could be the 


reason?” 


The dubiety had discommoded him to such an extent that the next day he was in Hariom’s school to 


speak with his class teacher, who taught mathematics. 


“| can’t say exactly when that started,” had said the class teacher. “He was a bright student... | don’t 
know what got into him, but of late he had started behaving strangely in the class. | remember one day 
in my class he raised his hand to ask something while | was teaching them a chapter of trigonometry. 
When | nodded, he stood up and you know what he said! ‘Sir, this is all rubbish, whatever you are 
teaching. What all of us need to know is what a true dharma is. You answer this question of mine, and 
you will become my Guru.’ All the students burst out laughing, and | really felt insulted. So | admonished 
him not to repeat that stupidity again; and even caned him... Initially | thought that his tomfoolery was 
just out of his playful mischief and nothing serious, but with time things grew worse. Within a month | 
had heard similar complaints from rest of the teachers as well... His parents were called in the school, 
and were warned of his expulsion if his lunacy persisted, whereupon they asked for forgiveness and 
assured that no further trouble would come from their child... He didn’t come to school for a month 
thereafter... Then he came back, but there was no improvement in his condition... Eventually the 


management had to take the stern decision to expel him.” 


“Didn’t you ever try to know the reason behind his behavior?” had asked Digambar Babu. 
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“There are more than seventy five students in each section of each class... Do you really think it is 


possible for us to look after every activity of each student?” 


“But he was, as you said, the brightest student of your class!” 


“Yes, he was... And that’s why we gave him so many chances... We talked to his parents, his class 
mates... | personally talked to his best friend... But nobody had any explanation... We are supposed to 


think about other students as well; we are answerable to their parents too...” 


“His best friend,” had interjected Digambar Babu. “Yes, Hariom once told me about him... What is his 


name? Can you give me his address, please?” 


Nikhil, Hariom’s best friend, had tried to avoid eye contact as he spoke to Digambar Babu about Hariom. 
His constant fidgeting in his chair hadn’t been able to elude Digambar Babu’s notice. Nikhil’s father was 
sitting beside the child on a sofa, so it was not possible for Digambar Babu to coerce the child into telling 
the truth. It was possible only when he could get the child alone to talk to him. So, he had come up with 
an idea to meet the child next day after the school, outside the school premises, where his parents 


wouldn’t be around. 


Though Nikhil, initially as the previous day, had denied having any knowledge of anything that might 
have triggered Hariom’s condition, Digambar Babu’s aggressive persuasion, his overly dramatic 
description of Hariom’s condition, and finally his frightening the child of grievous consequence (that if 
police found out that he was hiding the fact, he might be jailed) had ultimately succeeded in coaxing him 
into telling the truth. The truth was vicious, something that Digambar Babu could never have imagined 


on his own; something that shook his belief system to the core. 
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“He really shouldn’t have come to our school,” had said Nikhil in his trembling voice. “He was better 
than rest of us in the class in all the subjects but English; English scared him a lot. It was like he was alien 
to all the English words and grammar. That’s why those rowdy boys always bullied him. They would call 


him Dehati Ganwaar and would make fun of his social status...” 


“Rowdy boys!” had exclaimed Digambar Babu. 


“Yes, the back benchers, who always trouble the front benchers, but the teachers don’t say anything to 


them,” had said Nikhil dejectedly. 


“Why didn’t anyone of you ever complain to the principal?” 


“Hariom once went to the principal sir, when he was sick and tired of their bullying. But no action was 


taken against them. ” 


“Why?” 


“Maybe because one of them, who is the leader of the group, is Dharmender Dube’s nephew... That’s 
what my father told me, and warned me to stay away from them... And that’s what | advised Hariom 
too... but one day he, in the recess period, got in scuffle with one of them, and punched him right in his 
gut. | was really scared, but that’s when the bell rang and all the students had to get back to the 
classroom... After the school was over, | looked back with dread, but the rowdy boys had already left the 
classroom. When we came out of the school premises, they were nowhere to be seen. | thought the 
matter was over and was a bit relaxed, but my fears returned when | found Hariom absent in the class 
the next day. And it grew even worse when during a class break, | overhead the rowdy boys whispering 
something about Hariom and chuckling... A week later when Hariom came back to school, he looked 
quite petrified. | asked him about his absence, and whether they had done something wrong to him, but 


he wouldn't respond. Throughout the school-time that day he kept quiet and stayed low... Thereafter his 
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performance in the class deteriorated day by day... His home works were never complete. Nor did he 
ever complete his class works... He once started crying vehemently in the lunch time and said that he 
couldn’t concentrate on his studies anymore; his mother was working very hard for him, and he was 


afraid that he would fail his mother. When | asked what was bothering him, he wouldn’t say anything.” 


Tears had welled up Digambar Babu’s eyes, as he listened to every word quite carefully. “So the rowdy 


boys had stopped pestering him in the class, right?” had asked Digambar Babu. 


“Yes, they had, but only because they were getting something from him after school-time, in return for 


their favor.” 


“What!” had exclaimed Digambar Babu. 


“It was only when he had gone deranged and stopped coming to the school that | got to know what had 
happened to him that day after school, from one of my classmates whom one of the rowdy boys had 


told the story just to flaunt the power of their group.” 


“And what is that?” had almost yelled Digambar Babu, as he had started losing his cool. 


“That day they were already hiding in the woods beside MS College when Hariom was on his way back 
home. They stopped him on his way, slapped and punched him one by one, and then dragged him into 
the woods, and then... and then... did the dirty things... | don’t know why he didn’t tell anyone about the 
incident, but they did that with him almost every day after school-time. Suneil — the one who told me 
about it — said that Hariom had started enjoying that after some day, and would go on his own into the 
woods with the leader of the group. | didn’t believe him; | still don’t. Hariom is a nice boy; he can’t do 


such things.” 


Shivers had shuddered down Digambar Babu’s spine, and he, in his dragging and wobbly voice, had 


asked: “Do they still... do it... with him?” 
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“Perhaps not... Not after he went deranged...” 


“Wwhen... When did you notice the derangement in his behavior for the first time?” 


“Not long after the incident... A couple of months maybe... At first | thought that he was pretending... 
pretending to be like those rowdy boys, but within a few days it was clear to everyone that there was 
something wrong with him... A couple of days after he was expelled from the school, he came to my 
house in the evening. It was | who had opened the door, and before | could ask him to come inside, he 
said: 'You are my only true friend. We are two bodies, but one soul... Only you can understand that | am 
more intelligent than those dirty spiders,’ and then he turned around and left... A few days later he 
came again to my house and when | opened the door that time, he said that he had quarreled with 
everyone in his family, and he would live with me in my house for the rest of his life. | told my father 
about it: he enjoined me to take Hariom to my study room, while he would go to Hariom’s house and 
bring along his father... Hariom was wearing a stark white muslim topi, which he was adjusting on his 
head every now and then. Then he looked into the wall mirror and said, ‘I am looking handsome in this 
muslim topi, ain’t I? | said nothing. Then he continued: ‘You know that those spiders talk to me... They 
said they would destroy me... Only this muslim topi would save me... But | warn you to stay away from 
them... They are very dangerous... They weave the webs and trap the gulls... | want you to be my 
senapati... Don’t worry... l'Il protect you.’ Then he picked one of my notebooks off the shelf, hastily 
turned its pages and then threw that onto the study table. ‘This book of yours has been dirty, it needs 
washing,’ he said and lifted the water jug kept beside the table to wash that book. | was too scared to 
intervene, but that's when his father entered my room and stopped him, and then took him back to his 


own house... That was the last time | saw him." 


Digambar babu had started feeling quite heavy headed. He would’ve collapsed if he had stayed there 


one more second... So he had thanked the child and started to leave. 
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“Uncle, please don’t tell my father, or he would thrash me. Please!” Nikhil had requested. 


Digambar Babu had turned around, and heavily nodded in assurance. 


Digambar Babu shifted a little on the bench and then stood up. He had started feeling pumped up in his 
arms and his legs felt like they needed to run: to shrug off all the stress. But if only it was so easy to be 
done away with! He milled about his garden, lost in the thoughts of his dear Hariom’s whereabouts, 
unmindfully crushing under his feet the fallen leaves of his darling trees. Why does it become inevitable 
sometimes to walk upon your shattered dreams to carry out your duty, he ruminated. It was apparent 
that Hariom’s chapter was about closed in his life, but he abhorred such a hapless end. And the worst 
part was that he had just a week in hand to alter the end to somewhat better, before he would be gone 


with his wife to his village. 


“Even his death would have been better end of the chapter,” he said to himself. “Living such a miserable 
life in this wretched world, full of frightened people is way worse... It’s not just his destiny, but is the 
outcome of the fears of many people: the fears of his parents that they would lose their second son as 
well if they dared to fight the system; the fears of his teachers who concealed the facts and acted upon 
the wishes of the powerful politicians; the fears of the child Nikhil and his father, to stay safe in the 
wilderness; the fears of my own for my family; and the fears of Hariom’s spineless neighbors who just 
stood and watched while Kanhaiya and his goons beat the helpless child mercilessly after the incident at 


Durga Mandir... 


“It may drive us insane when we see the simple mathematics apparently failing in the system 


surrounding us: just a handful of wrongdoers oppressing the vast number of the wronged ones! But it’s 
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not the truth, if we have a closer look at it... The unfortunate truth is that the majority of the wronged 
ones are shackled within their own periphery by fear, greed, egoism and many other trammels, but it’s 
not that they remain there all the time... They, now and again, come out of their periphery to register 
themselves among the wrongdoers whenever it suits them and then retreat again inside their periphery 
after serving their purpose. Once inside the periphery they are once again the innocent wronged ones... 
They can’t see the transition, as there are masks upon their faces, which restrict their vision: the masks 
of sanity, behind which they are allowed to commit all the insanities. And at times the mask of sanity 
appears so dreadful that insanity feels saner before it. The fanaticism, the terrorism, the cast-carnages! 
Inflicting punishment upon an insane person for his insanity! Beating him black and blue for a crime he 
isn’t even conscious of having committed! Just to protect honor! The honor, which doesn’t get tarnished 
by the heinous crimes they commit! But it gets tainted by an insane act from an insane person! What an 


irony!” 


Digambar Babu was out of the town the day the Durga Mandir incident had occurred... 


Not even an hour past the incident before Kanhaiya was outside Hariom’s house with his goons. Hariom 
was sitting on the pyol of his house with his pebble in his hand, lost in scribbling his equations, oblivious 
to the danger that was dancing over his head... the danger, because he had tried to dishonor the family 
of a dreaded goonda of the town, had tried to disgrace his sister. And how could it be tolerated in a 
society where the sole responsibility for honor and prestige of a family lies upon the shoulders of its 
women! Hoping for forgiveness, and that too from a goonda, would be too much! Even though he 
himself had once harassed a girl and her family so much that they had had to sell their house and leave 


the town. 


Kanhaiya was seething with fury when he, along with his goons, had reached Hariom's house... 
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He grabbed Hariom by the neck and shoved him off the pyo/. Hariom fell off head-first on the ground, 
and before he could pull himself up Kanhaiya had started kicking him hard. The neighbors had come out 
of their houses after hearing the commotion in the street, not to the child’s rescue, but only to watch 
the scene: some were cursing Kanhaiya and his goons in their muffled voices, while some others were 
picking apart Hariom’s parents for not being there to protect their children. Hariom’s sister had come 
outside to protect her brother, but Kanhaiya grabbed her by her braid and pushed her inside her house 
and latched the door. Kanhaiya then took off the leather belt of his trousers, and started whipping 
Hariom with that. And his hand didn’t stop until he was allayed with the punishment he had inflicted 


upon the child. 


It’s only after Kanhaiya and his goons had left that the neighbors could dare to come to the child... One 


of them lifted the child in his arms and then rushed to the hospital... A few followed... 


Digambar Babu was back in the town a day after Hariom got discharged from the hospital. And no 


sooner had he got to know about the incident than he had dashed to Hariom’s house... 


Hariom’s parents were not at home; his sister was sitting beside him, whom he was trying to explain 
something incoherently. Digambar Babu felt a harsh blow to his heart, when his eyes fell upon the chain 


7 


Hariom’s right ankle was fettered in. “Why is he...” spewed out of his lips only to disappear into 


impuissance, even as Hariom’s sister fetched a chair for him. 


“The ojha baba, whom Maa-papa had gone to see yesterday, instructed so,” said Hariom’s sister with 
hopes visible in her eyes. “He meditated and then said that Hariom’s mental illness is caused by the evil 
spirits, who are angry with Hariom as he had killed a cow in his past life. People say the ojha baba is an 
incarnation of God; he knows everything. He told Maa-Papa about the sins of everyone in this family in 


their previous births... That’s why we are so miserable in this life... But he will set everything right... He 
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will come and force the spirits out of Hariom’s body... He has instructed to chain Hariom until then, as 


evil spirits can make him fall prey to even greater danger.” 


Digambar Babu tried to summon strength to dissuade them from such stupidity, but had to swallow his 
words. He was in no position to advise the family, as he had already failed the family once, to such a 
grave consequence that the specter of remorse, he knew, would keep haunting him for the rest of his 
life... So he just hoped, albeit hopelessly, for the ojha’s chanting spells, his poking Hariom with pins, or 


beating him with broom to do some miracle. 


“His mind is never at rest,” continued Hariom’s sister. “It’s difficult for him to get a good sleep. He can 
sleep only when he is too exhausted after his continuous scribbling; that too for not more than just a 
couple of hours... He says that the confinement suffocates his thoughts and torments his mind, and so 
he can’t stay in his room for long... That’s why he would spend most of his daytime outside Durga 
Mandir. He would sit at the gate of the temple and scribble his equations on the ground for hours on 


end. He believed that Maa Durga would come and whisper in his ears the solution of his equations... 


“That morning was no different. An aunty who was present there at the moment told me today, just a 
few hours ago, what exactly had happened that day at Durga Mandir... Hariom was sitting at the gate 
just like every morning, and was busy with his pebble. The morning aarti was going to start... That’s 
when she came... Kanhaiya’s sister... with her pooja ki thaali in her hand... Had she minded her own 
business and gone inside to do what she had come there for, it wouldn’t have happened. But she had to 
flaunt that she belonged to a powerful family... As if the temple was owned by her family, she scornfully 
told Hariom, ‘Hey shoo away you pagal! Get lost!’ and kicked him right at his waist... How do you expect 
a mad person to react when you kick him hard? He hurled his pebble at her in fury, and then wrestled 
her down to the ground, and then pierced his teeth upon her cheeks, and tore her kurti at the shoulder. 


Hearing the commotion, Pujaari Ji came outside with his lathi and started beating Hariom with that. It’s 
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only after a couple of blows fell upon his head that he released the girl, sprung to his feet, and ran away 


from there.” 


Digambar Babu caressed her head to calm her down, and then sat down beside Hariom, who was still 
scribbling something on the floor... He wondered if the child still remembered the incident, or all he 
cared about was his equations... He tried to decipher an equation that was written on the floor amongst 
other unintelligible things. On the left side there was a long mathematical expression having no number 
but the mathematical operations and words like God, Humans, Devil, Emotion, intelligence and many 


others of the sorts, and on the right side was zero... 


“What are you writing?” asked Digambar Babu politely. 


“Zero is the ultimate truth,” said Hariom. “Zero... Zero!” and he pointed his finger towards the zero of 


the equation. 


“You see,” continued the child, “I am zero... You are Zero... She is Zero... This earth is zero... God is Zero... 
Dharma is Zero...” He paused for a moment and looked at Digambar Babu skeptically. “Are you among 
the spiders? | will punch you, if you are, as all of you claim to be positive... But that’s a lie... No one is 
positive... No one is negative... Everyone is Zero... Now we will do the formalities... You touch my feet 


1” 


and | will touch yours... And we will make everything zero... Touch my feet... Quick 


Digambar Babu complied and touched Hariom’s feet, and the child reciprocated. 


“Life is a mystery,” Hariom continued again. “And no one has ever been able to fathom its truth in clear 
terms... But | have... | know zero is the ultimate truth... But the spiders want me to show them its 
proof... | don’t have it right now, but | am working, and Maa Durga is helping me... Very soon | will throw 


the proof in their faces.” And then he got back to his scribbling again. 
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“Life is a mystery,” repeated Digambar Babu. He still remembered the day he had used this line while 
telling Hariom a short story to motivate him; a story about a boy who was a big time escapist, who took 
his life as a bliss and tasted it, took it as a game and played it, took it as a dream and realized it, and took 
it as an opportunity and benefitted from it, but whenever he made a mess of his life, he ran, ran and ran 
in order to escape into his fantasy world. The boy wanted to do away with this shortcoming, but never 
had the courage to tread the thorny path which could have led him to the ultimate solution. In the end 
it’s only when life herself came in a devil’s disguise and pushed him onto the path that he realized that 
life is a mystery which one can’t fathom sitting at the fence. The more one walks upon the thorny path, 


the more one unravels it. 


“Maybe | was wrong,” ruminated Digambar Babu. “There is a threshold to everything, and maybe 
escaping is good sometimes... Had this child escaped the thorny path, maybe he wouldn’t be in this 
condition... Maybe | was right escaping every problem throughout my life... | didn’t want this weakness 
in him, but maybe that wasn’t even a weakness at all... maybe that was instinctive intelligence... 
Maybe... | don’t know... Logic sometimes doesn’t work... Or what logic can justify mediocre people 
frolicking in fame and riches, while geniuses like Hariom suffering in oblivion and poverty! Mediocrity 
rules this world, and successful is he who knows how to appease the mediocre class... And that is the 
biggest failure of this world... Maybe logic doesn’t prevail in God’s judgments... Or the likes of Hariom 


would be ruling this world, and the devils like Kanhaiya would be rotting in hell. 
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The Stinger Scorpion 


Kanhaiya’s face flushed with fury as Govind’s voice rose enough to have started hurting his ego. He 
would have shouted right away at the only brother of Savitri’s, if he weren’t in the role of a mediator- 
moderator. “Still | would say that a woman’s right place is her sasural...” he said controlling his anger. 


“Be reasonable, and think of her future... her future after you will have your own family...” 


“It's none of your business,” said Govind aggressively. “And go and tell everyone in that family to stay 


1” 


away from my sister 


“Beta, this attitude of yours — | can kick it out of you within a minute! So cool it!” Kanhaiya’s voice was 
now loud enough to instill fear in Savitri’s parents who were sitting silently in a corner. He turned 
towards them and said: “You are her parents and seem to be sensible to me... Think of what | have said 
with your cool heads... It’s a men’s world you know... Sarvesh’s life will hardly get affected... he is a 
man... He will remarry and his life will get back on track... What will your daughter do? So please talk 
some sense into your children and help them visualize the picture of a woman’s fate in our country 


without her husband... Rest is your wish.” And he stormed out of their house. 


It was through the omnipresent dirt-dishing intrusive mohalla-aunties — who had got a new topic for 
their spicy gossips — that the news of Sarvesh’s separation had reached Kanhaiya’s mother. And She, 
being one of the very few of the mohalla who genuinely felt for the family, had forthwith asked her son 
to take her to Kamla Sadan (Due to rheumatoid arthritis she had difficulty walking even for short 
distances). It was on her insistence only that initially reluctant Kanhaiya had agreed to play the 


mediator-moderator role in the marital dispute. 
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When even a few months after Kanhaiya’s visit and after a couple of Digambar Babu’s visits, no response 
came from Savitri’s maaika, it was Kanhaiya who suggested the idea of Sarvesh’s remarriage. Though it 
was Casually put forth, Shakuntala Devi readily agreed to it. Digambar Babu was totally against the idea, 
but his opinion had long ceased to matter in the house. For Nisha, the daughter of the family, everything 
that her mother commanded was unquestionable. Sarvesh, on the other hand, found himself on the 


horns of dilemma, and needed some time to make a decision. 


Though Kanhaiya was busy in campaigning for his idol Dharmender Dube, the present MLA, for 
upcoming assembly election, he would nevertheless manage to steal some time out of his busy schedule 
to visit Kamla Sadan, unfailingly almost every day: not because he was really concerned about the 
family, but he had got an object of interest in the daughter of the family. While Digambar Babu would 
be busy with his trees in his garden, Shakuntala Devi with her household chores in her kitchen, and 
Sarvesh with his mourning in his room, Kanhaiya and Nisha would sit across each other in the living 
room, delve deep into each other’s eyes, and whisper the rhapsody of love into each other’s ears. Their 
energy vibrated in perfect synchronization: he would boast of the respect for himself in the town in 
pursuance of inflating his self-image, and she, pumping his pride even more, putting her complete trust 
in him, would let him know of her grievances towards anyone or anything, which he would make sure 
was solved as soon as possible. And when she would thank him for that, he would never miss to assure 
her that he would always be there for her, whenever she would need a masculine shoulder... He would 
proudly call himself Dharmender Dube’s right hand and would brag about his bright future in politics — 
that MLA saab had promised to support him in the next ward elections, and she would just sit there and 
silently listen and smile and occasionally flatter him by “lucky-would-be-your-wife-to-have-a-perfect- 
man-like-you”. He would flirtingly give her compliments of her beauty and her body, and she would 


always respond with a shy love smile, giving green signal to his advances. 
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In a month or so, his feelings got too intense to be contained inside, and then he resolved to take his 


pursuit to the next level — confess his love unequivocally to her. 


It was a sunlit Sunday of the late spring — the day he decided to confess his love. After morning yoga and 
a nice long bath he set off for Kamla Sadan in an elegant outfit with fragrance oozing out. On his way 
the heart-shaped silky rose petals along the roadside, the soft blue glow of the sky, Kumar Sanu’s 
romantic number playing in one of the houses — everything fuelled his resolve. He stopped by a house to 
look at himself in the reflective windowpane of the house, and ran his fingers through his Sanjay-Dutt- 
styled long hair. He took his handkerchief out of his kurta’s pocket and wiped the beads of sweat off his 
brow. “No girl can reject the proposal of a handsome guy like me!” he said to himself and then darted to 


Kamla Sadan. 


A little love smile adorned his face as he stood at the door: the prospect of their future together 
warmed him from within. He raised his arm to knock, but held back. He sidled silently to the backyard 
and plucked a rose and put it inside his vest’s pocket. “Namaste Chacha!” he greeted Digambar Babu, 
who was reading his newspaper sitting on his bench. Digambar Babu returned a meek smile and went 
back to reading again. Kanhaiya then returned to the door, and gave a soft melodic knock upon it. The 
door opened, but it was not Nisha as he had expected. Before he could say anything, Sarvesh blurted 


out: “I am going to remarry!” 


“Where is aunty?” enquired Kanhaiya as he entered inside. 


“Maa has gone in the neighborhood with Nisha to attend Satyanarayan Puja. Their son has cleared 


UPSC exams,” replied Sarvesh, and nodded towards the photograph lying upon the center table. 


“Ok! So this is the beautiful lady you are going to marry!” exclaimed Kanhaiya and he lifted the 


photograph off the table to have a closer look at it. 
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“Hmm... | think maa has been looking for a girl since the day you suggested the idea... A few 
photographs she showed me... Initially | was skeptical, and rejected all the girls, but yesterday finally 


gave in on this girl... | think | should move on now.” 


“Yes you should...” 


“But there is a problem... | mean | ain’t yet divorced... Will Savitri agree for a divorce?” 


“Why wouldn’t she? She isn’t even living with you... And should they try to create any trouble, apt action 
would be taken against them... | am there; don’t worry about it... You go ahead; we'll look at the matter 


of divorce later.” 


“Hmm... | don’t know how will | manage everything?” Sarvesh expressed his fear. “I mean... you know 


|” 


maa’s nature 


“Just don’t repeat your mistakes... | mean to say that a wise man doesn’t get involved in the matters of 
women... Women are born to fight with each other... Have you ever wondered why males have been 
dominating the society ever since the human beings came into existence? If you leave the control in 
women’s hands they will end this world murdering each other, and dragging men in the war as well... 


Anyways don’t worry... everything will be alright.” 


It was on Sarvesh’s wedding day that it happened: Kanhaiya’s confession of his love to Nisha. When the 
bride was putting the fresh flower garland into the groom’s neck, Nisha’s hands were wrapped around 
Kanhaiya’s neck. While the despondency on the bride’s countenance was desperately trying to emerge 


through her make-up, Nisha’s oomph in her eyes was pulling Kanhaiya towards her. As on the varmala- 
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stage the groom’s lips curled upwards exhibiting his happiness in the brightness of the camera lights, 
behind the wall, which stood at the back of the wedding pandaal, the lips of the lovers met exhibiting 


their love for each other in the darkness. 


The lovers’ lips had just met and were in action, when a beam of light, probably from a torch, 
penetrating the darkness fell upon their faces. They jerked away from each other, and looked in the 
direction of the light to find out who it was behind the torch, but to no avail. Nisha, white with fear, 
stood there frozen, while Kanhaiya ran in the direction against the light, but before he could reach 


there, the one behind the torch had disappeared into the darkness. 


Throughout the marriage ceremony fear stayed put upon Nisha’s face, and frightened she couldn’t 
exchange glances with Kanhaiya, who, barefacedly and unremittingly, eyed her up all the time. The 
dusky complexion and the average features of the face save the deep blue beautiful eyes; the short 
stature but curvy voluptuous figure, the dark but pouty juicy lips that he was sucking about half an hour 
ago — she wasn’t as beautiful as Kanhaiya’s first love was, but she was more attractive, was more 
seductive. There was more to it: the way she had put her head upon his chest in submissiveness, which 
boosted his sensitive male ego; the desperate desire he had seen for himself in her eyes, which worked 
as an ointment for the bruises upon his heart from his previous love; she being the one to have made 
her advances first; he being the one having the upper hand this time unlike in his first love — everything 


pulled him towards her and urged him to speak with her parents about their future. 


But not until a week after the wedding day he could do that: as he had to leave the town for Patna with 
MLA Saab the very next day of the wedding. As soon as he got free time after getting back in the town, 
he was at the door of Kamla Sadan to ask Nisha’s parents for her hand. He was just about to knock the 
door when Sarvesh’s furious scream tore through the door and inflicted upon him a wound sore: “I will 


break her legs if she goes out of the house.” It was followed by a pause and then was followed by 


52|Page 


Shakuntala Devi’s voice: “I will talk to her about this... It’s definitely not possible... What does he do? 
Gundagardi and awaaragardi all day! Only if he had a decent permanent job...” Interjection by Sarvesh 
then followed: “If Savita’s sister hadn’t caught them, he would have... | don’t know what would have 
happened...” The tremble in /-don’t-know-what-would-have-happened was quite discernible... 
“Whatever happens happens for the good!” it was Digambar Babu’s voice now. “It is good that bahu’s 
sister saw them or... | had told you all to beware of that rascal Kanhaiya... He’s a scorpion, a stinger 
scorpion. When he could sting his father, who are us! It was because of him that his father’s health 
deteriorated... His father was at his deathbed, and the scorpion was busy bootlicking his goonda 
godfather...” “Anyways,” Sarvesh interjected now, “he is free to do whatever he wants to, outside this 
house... | hardly care... What is more important now is seek a suitable boy for Nisha... as soon as 
possible... | know a guy... he works in my office... | will talk to him and his parents... | know they won’t 


refuse this proposal... But until then nobody will allow her to go outside.” 


“What does that budhau know,” Kanhaiya, enraged, said to himself while on his way back home, “about 
my family? He can’t even take care of his own family and pointing his finger at me! | was like a son when 
| was helping them out, and now | am a stinger scorpion! | will show them what a scorpion can do! And 
the bitch... she could have kept what her sister had told her inside herself, but no! A bitch can keep her 
own secrets to her grave, but others’ are like indigestible chunks to them that they can’t gobble up! 


Anyways, all of them will pay!” 


He took a deep breath and mumbled again: “All | need to do, right now, is to calm down, to keep a check 
on my emotions... | can’t repeat the same mistake this time and put my career into jeopardy... If Nisha 


wants me, she will have to convince her family. Or it’s better that we parted ways.” 
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It had been more than half a decade now, since the day Kanhaiya lost his first love. Excruciatingly pained 
he had felt that day as if a thousand daggers had been dug deep into his heart. He had stood still at the 
window of his room and looked helplessly through — Sudha’s household goods were being loaded on a 
truck: she along with her family was shifting to another town, just about a year after they had come to 


live in his neighborhood. 


His nails dug deep on the window frame, and his nerves strained, as he saw Sudha follow her parents 
into a tonga-cart: there was no grief upon her face. “Dube Saab was right about triya-charitra: no 


woman in this world is worth your trust,” he brooded. 


The plain indifference on her countenance pained his heart agonizingly, but he needed to stay strong, he 
told himself. He was not going to waste his life for a girl who didn’t truly love him, he firmly adjudicated, 


and resolved to douse the burning flame of love within by and by, until no ember remained inside. 


It was at the very first sight of the beautiful Sudha that the seed of love had sprouted inside him, on the 
very first day her family had come to live in his immediate neighborhood. It was his twentieth birthday, 
and after celebrating his birthday with his friends he had just returned home when he saw her through 
the window of his room: a stunning beauty standing in her balcony. The yellow sunlight exposed every 
feature of her face: the glossy skin and the high forehead, the slender eyebrows and beneath them the 
deep ocean-blue eyes, the dainty nose and beneath them the pink bow-shaped lips. The long straight 
midnight-black hair flowed behind her back, while the sculpted figure flaunted its curves through the 


fitting kurti. It was just one look and he had fallen head over heels in love with her. 


The infatuation was so intense that the very next day he was in their house with the slices of his 
birthday cake on a beautiful platter, offering to lend his neighborly help to her father to get him the lay 
of the land, which her father readily accepted as that could help them settle down quickly and 
comfortably in the new town. 
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It didn’t take long before the two families became friends, and not long thereafter, before he succeeded 


in charming Sudha into liking him. 


It was on a Sunday winter noon that he confessed his love to her. He was sitting on the concrete railing 
of the roof of his house, while she was on the roof of her house hanging the clothes on the washing line. 
They were having normal chit-chat when out of the blue he uttered: “I love you.” A silence followed, 
and a blush surfaced upon her face. Though she didn’t utter a word in reply and dashed downstairs right 


after hanging the clothes, it was clear that the reply was not no. 


It then became their daily routine to spend their time on the roofs of their respective houses chatting 
with each other. On daily basis he would spew the three magical words for her, but she would never 


reciprocate. When he would insist, she would ask him to wait until the right moment came. 


But when the moment came when she said the three magical words, it was only with the tearful eyes, 
and was followed by “but we can’t be together; my parents wouldn’t agree.” And then followed by “but 


we will remain friends forever.” 


But it was not to be, as being just friends was not acceptable to him. The more she tried to create a line, 
the more desperation grew inside him to erase the line. Nettled she, after some time, started avoiding 
him and stopped coming onto the roof altogether, which aggravated the desperation inside him even 


more. 


The desperation grew so worse within a week that he thoughtlessly reached out to her mother to find 
favor with her, in the noontime when her father was not at home. But she denied outright without 
needing to give him any reason whatsoever. His nagging, however, continued until it turned into 


annoyance, when Sudha came out of her room and pooh-poohed his immaturity to the point of 
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infuriating him. Incensed he then threatened to tell everyone in the town that Sudha had physical 


relations with him. “I wouldn’t let anyone else marry her,” he said and stormed out of the house. 


The next morning he woke up in his bedroom to the outcry of Sudha’s father in the living room. While 
his father was constantly trying to calm down Sudha’s father, her father was not ready to lower his voice 
even a bit. Even though his father reassured that the unfortunate incident that had happened the 
previous day would never happen again in future, her father was repeatedly threatening to lodge a 
police complaint against his family. It was only when her father turned his pointing finger to his father 
and called his family uncultured that his mother jumped in and accused Sudha of having ensnared her 
son into her trap: “Why don’t you go and inculcate culture and values in your daughter first? And your 
wife! A girl after all learns everything from her mother only...” Her father then stormed out threatening 


in his trembling voice that he would have the whole of the family jailed. 


The same evening when Sudha’s father was on his way back home from his office on his scooter, a man 
threw himself upon his scooter as he was crossing a roadside tea shop. It was one of Kanhaiya’s goonda- 
chela-chapaatis who had been waiting for Sudha’s father in the tea shop with his accomplices, for about 
an hour. Sudha’s father applied brakes with all his might, but the scooter skidded uncontrollably. The 
chela started screaming in sham pain, hearing which all of his accomplices came out of the tea shop and 
started manhandling Sudha’s father, who was still lying on the ground writhing in pain. It’s only after 
they had fetched Sudha’s father enough of slaps and blows that Kanhaiya came out of the tea shop and 
intervened and rescued him. “What did you do chacha?” he told Sudha’s father in an attempt to frighten 
him. “Hit a poor man? He can sue you for the injuries you caused him... You shouldn’t have over sped... 
You're carrying your license and all, aren’t you? Anyways, you go home... | am here... l'Il take care of the 


situation... Taking legal action may after all not be a great idea, l'Il tell them.” 
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About a month after the incident one morning, Kanhaiya had just gotten up from his bed when he saw 
through his window a truck standing in front of Sudha’s house. He threw a fit when he saw the 
household goods being loaded on the truck. He made a call right away to one of his chela-chapaatis and 
within minutes all of them were in front of Sudha’s house: one started thrashing the truck driver, while 


the rest of them busied themselves unloading the truck. 


Sudha’s father came outside yelling: “What is this gundagardi! Aren’t we entitled to live in peace?” 


“You can’t do this chacha!” uttered Kanhaiya aloud. “You can’t leave this town. | told you | won’t let her 


marry to anyone else.” 


“It... It has nothing to do with that matter,” stuttered Sudha’s faher. “I’ve got transferred to Mehsi, and | 
have to report there in a week... We'll talk about this issue once | am done with this shifting... Maybe IIl 


agree... Lately, I’ve been thinking about you a lot...” 


“Do you take me for a fool chacha? Did you really think that you would apply for transfer in your office, 
and the news wouldn’t reach me? You can go to Mehsi or wherever you want, but you family won't... 
Not until Sudha is engaged to me.” And then he walked back to his house with his chela-chapaatis after 


everything had been unloaded from the truck and the truck driver had been shooed away. 


The same evening, when Kanhaiya was having his evening-tea in the living room, his telephone rang. He 
picked up: it was Dharmender Dube. Kanhaiya was ordered to make his presence before him as soon as 


possible: the rage in his voice was clearly evident. 


Leaving his tea incomplete Kanhaiya bolted out of his house, kick-started his Rajdoot, and sped up to 


reach the owner of his fate before his anger grew beyond control. 
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“How stupid you could be!” Dube Saab lashed out at him. “Ward elections and just the next month and, 
and rather than mobilizing your chela-chapaatis you are busy in laundiyabaazi and tarnishing the party’s 


reputation...” 


“But I... | love the girl,” said Kanhaiya in his meek voice. 


“| don’t think you are serious for your political career at all,” said Dube Saab irritatingly. “I was really a 
fool to have put my trust in you that you would make it long in the race! Either you waste your time in 


laundiyabaazi or work with us... What do you want?” 


“Of course, work with you bhaiya,” replied Kanhaiya. 


“Then focus on your work... | want focus and dedication... We can’t enrage our own community... Or 
those Rajpoot bastards will rip us apart... We are working for a cause... We can’t afford to fight among 


ourselves... United must we stand! What do you say?” 


Kanhaiya just nodded in agreement. 


“And about that girl... You can’t force a girl to marry you... Make yourself worthy enough and thousands 
of girls better than her will run towards you... Remember, money-and-power is the way to a woman’s 
heart... Only a chootiya loses the grip upon reality and falls in this /uv-shuv, and then ruins his career... 
And you are like my younger brother, so as an elder brother it’s my duty to show you the right path... 


You're getting my point?” 


Kanhaiya nodded again. 


“So until elections are over, no more stupidity!” 
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It was on the eve of Holi (a couple of years back) that Kanhaiya had first come in contact with his idol. 
Dharmender Dube wasn’t an MLA then, but he had acquired a Robin Hood reputation in the town, who 
looted the rich businessmen and donated to the downtrodden poor people. By then, it had been a 
customary for him to visit each toli of the downtrodden schedule castes on the eve of every festival and 


distribute saree and dhoti among them. 


On that eve of Holi, in keeping with his customary, he was returning in his jeep with his cousin from the 
neighboring Chilmania Toli after distributing saree and dhoti, when four gunmen came on two 
motorcycles and opened fire on them. His cousin who was sitting beside him and the driver of the jeep 
got bullets in their heads and died on spot, but he escaped and disappeared into the woods beside MS 
College. The gunmen kept on searching for him in the woods for some time, but the darkness took over 
soon enough. Crossing the woods he reached Chandmari Mohalla and entered a house furtively, 


whereof the main gate was wide open. 


It was Kanhaiya’s house and he was at that time alone in his house: his family members had just left for 


Durga Mandir to attend the evening aarti, and had left the main gate wide open in a hurry. 


Dharmender Dube was hiding in the backyard when Kanhaiya’s sight fell upon him, and he called out to 


his idol to come inside. 


For a week Kanhaiya gave him hideout in his bedroom without letting anyone, not even his family 
members, have knowledge thereof. In those seven days it was thousands of times that Kanhaiya 
articulated his respect towards the messiah of the Brahmans, and expressed his desire to work under 
him. “In my college,” he uttered hundreds of times in order to flaunt his feats, “my friends call me Junior 


Dharmender Dube, as none can dare to touch any Brahmin student under my protection.” In those 
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seven days he did whatever he could to impress his idol, and to his delight his attempts fructified: at the 
end of those seven days he received an offer from his god to work in his gang, which he accepted with 


wide open arms. 


It didn’t take Dharmender Dube a month to find out who was behind the attempt of his murder on that 
eve of Holi. Kumud Singh it was: his long-time rival and the brother of one of the three Rajput students 
of Motihari engineering college, whom he had murdered about half a decade ago on the outskirts of the 
town. They were the ones who had dragged him into the crime world; the ones who had beaten him (a 
bright student in his second year of the same engineering college) black and blue and pissed on his face, 
when he had put up a fight against them, as they had tried to molest his sister. Burning with humiliation 
he had then left the town the same day and fled to Gorakhpur, where he had met the notorious Shukla 


Brothers, who provided him with a revolver and two of their men to avenge his humiliation. 


The murder of the three students had instantly brought him into lime light in the Champaran district, 


and within a couple of years he went on to become a dread for his rivals in the area. 


It was on the eve of the next Holi that Dharmender Dube murdered Kumud Singh at the gate of his own 
house, and fled to Guwahati where he had links with an active member of ULFA outfit. But within a 
month he was nabbed by Bihar police, brought back to Motihari, and lodged in the town lock up. 
Thousands of people, especially youngsters led by Kanhaiya, thronged the place to ensure that the 
police didn’t eliminate him, as the local Brahmans feared that the then SP Ramadhir Singh, a Rajput, 


might get him killed. 


Lodged in the Motihari Jail since, he called the shots from inside: his men continued to extort, kidnap for 
ransom, and commit other crimes. From inside the jail, he filed the nomination for assembly election 
and won with an overwhelming margin. A week after the election results were declared, he was 
acquitted by the court in the wake of the absence of witness. When he was declared not guilty by the 


60| Page 


judge, he then and there lifted the DSP, a Brahman, standing beside the witness box, in his arms and 


cheered aloud, much to the embarrassment of the police officer and the judge. 


After the verdict he was just outside the court premises when he was shot at again by two gunmen ona 
motorcycle, who fled the scene just after shooting. This time a couple of bullets hit him in his stomach, 
but he survived. After being discharged from the hospital he spent his first year as MLA making a list of 
his rivals in the Champaran district and devising plans with the help of DSP to get them murdered. 
Within a year he had sent all of his major rivals in graves: the ones who remained had either 
surrendered before him or had gone underground with the help of Brajkishore Prasad, an MLA from the 
ruling party of the state, who so desperately wanted to extend his hegemony — which was confined to 
Muzaffarpur at that time — to Champaran district that in pursuit of that he had insistently, despite 
vehement oppositions in the party, got the ticket from Motihari for his illiterate wife in the last 


legislative election. 


While Dharmender Dube’s power and popularity increased by leaps and bounds within the boundaries 
of the district, outside it his enemies multiplied with the Rajput-Yadav nexus growing stronger day by 
day. His old rivals who had gone underground had united under the patronage of Brijkishore Prasad, and 
they had started looking for an opportunity to get him murdered. But the consolidation of Brahmans 


behind him was so steadfast that for quite long they couldn’t do him any harm whatsoever. 


With the surge of power and popularity of Dharmender Dube, Kanhaiya had started shaping his political 


career perspicaciously under his patronage. 


Within a year after Kanhaiya joined the gang, he had impressed his patron so much that he was given 


the lead of youths in his hands. While giving him the responsibility his patron had said: “A leader, a 


61|Page 


successful one, needs to have a sense of balance: a fine balance between truth and reality. And to 
maintain the balance he must know which side he should keep the truth on, and which side the reality... 


And I think you have got the sense... Keep it up and you will go miles...” 


And Kanhaiya didn’t disappoint his patron. He proved to be quite an efficient youth leader. The vigor 
with which he led the youth outside Motihari Jail helped him gain a special position in his patron’s heart, 
and just after Dube Saab got discharged from the hospital, Kanhaiya was conferred a gift for his 


devotion: the ticket for the upcoming ward election. 


But Sudha’s episode had warped his image so much, had got such a villainous reputation for him that he 
lost the ward election. Dube Saab was quite disappointed with him and had started considering to 


remove him from the post of youth leader. 


But Kanhaiya’s tenacity didn’t let him lose hope, and he kept on working with double dedication 
towards his patron. He regained his patron’s faith quick enough by his resilience and hard work. And to 
his delight, the faith of the public of his ward as well. Because of his work for the ward, his notoriety 


transmogrified into popularity soon enough. 


Now that he had worked so hard towards his image, he was too cautious to repeat the same mistake for 
Nisha as he had committed in Sudha’s episode. The assembly elections were just the next month, and a 
year thereafter the ward elections. It was too risky to do anything without the consent of Nisha’s family. 
And posing a threat upon his career because of a girl — it was out of question now. So he stopped going 


to Kamla Sadan altogether. 
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Kanhaiya didn’t set foot in Kamla Sadan thereafter, until the day he went there with the invitation card 
for his marriage. Just about a fortnight ago Sarvesh had come to his house for the same purpose: to give 
the invitation card for Nisha’s marriage. It was Kanhaiya who had opened the door, but Sarvesh had, 
avoiding him, entered in and gone directly to his mother to hand her the invitation card. Kanhaiya stood 
there all along while his mother asked Sarvesh about Nisha’s would-be husband and his family. Tens of 
times Sarvesh suffixed his replies with: “your presence is must in the entire function aunty”, but not 


even once he took Kanhaiya’s name or even added with-family in that suffix. 


While going back, Sarvesh had curtly ignored Kanhaiya’s advances when he had said: “Bhaiya, let me 


know if | may help in any way.” 


Contrarily Kanhaiya handed his invitation card to Sarvesh who had opened the door, and with sheer 


politeness asked: “Where are uncle-aunty?” 


“They aren’t at home,” rudely replied Sarvesh without asking him to come inside. 


“Bhaiya you seem to be angry with me,” said Kanhaiya forcing a smile upon his face. 


“No, it’s not like that...” replied Sarvesh without meeting Kanhaiya’s eyes. “So what else?” 


“Nothing!” said Kanhaiya and turned round to go back. When the door was about to shut, he turned 


back and said: “Bhaiya, could you please come to the backyard? | need to have a word with you.” 


“I’ve always respected you and your family Bhaiya,” Kanhaiya said as they both sat on the bench under 
Jagannath. “This family is like my own family... Uncle and aunty are like my parents... You are like my 


elder brother... And Nisha... She is like my sister...” 
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Kanhaiya had now caught Sarvesh’s attention by taking Nisha’s name. “I don’t know if | should say this 
to you,” he continued, “but | have to say this as | don’t want any misunderstanding between us. The eve 
of your wedding... Nisha took me behind the pandaal... | thought she was going to show me something 
regarding the wedding arrangement, as she had been complaining about the same since we had reached 
the venue... When we were at the back-side, she said “I love you” to my astonishment, and then put her 
arms around me... | won’t lie to you: for a moment | got swayed and cooperated as she kissed me on my 
lips... But by God’s grace a beam of light, | don’t know from where, fell upon our faces and we jerked 
ourselves apart... Maybe that was the God’s light upon the dark path we had stepped upon... | felt 
extremely ashamed and left without saying a word... Ever since then I’ve been cursing myself for that 
moment, but the rue doesn’t seem to vanish so easily... | didn’t visit Kamla Sadan after that, as | couldn’t 


muster courage to face you guys...” 


Sarvesh was seething with fury: his face red with rage; his eyes pinned to his toes; hands trembling as if 


with fervid desire to thrash Nisha... Or Kanhaiya(?) 


“If | were at your place, my reaction would be no different,” continued Kanhaiya. “That’s why | didn’t 
want to tell you all this, but then | thought you as a brother have a right to know... | can feel your 
agony... And | so wish I could stop here, but that’s not all that happened... A few days later she came to 
my house... | was watching TV with maa in the living room then. When | saw her | scurried back to my 
bedroom. | heard maa and her chatting from my bedroom: to my relief it was a normal chit chat. About 
half an hour later when maa had perhaps gone in the kitchen to prepare lunch, she came to my room 
and said that she needed to have a word with me. | outright denied talking to her about anything, and 
told her to go back to the living room, but she wouldn’t budge. | was scared to hell, so | agreed to meet 


her in your backyard after dinnertime. 
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“In the backyard | told her that what she wanted was not possible as | saw a sister in her. | apologized 
for whatever had happened on the eve of your wedding. But she wasn’t ready to understand; she began 
sobbing uncontrollably and started cursing me. When | scolded her for her immature behavior, she 
threatened to accuse me publically of molestation, and to spoil my political career. | wanted to slap her 
real hard right away for her insolent behavior, but controlled myself anyhow. For the last time | told her 
that her demands are ethically wrong and | can’t fulfill them, and then walked out of the premises of 
your house with the commitment not to visit Kamla Sadan again until she got the wrong idea out of her 


mind.” 


Sarvesh’s lips stirred a bit as if he wanted to say something but stopped short. 


“| know it’s quite unbelievable for you,” Kanhaiya let out before Sarvesh could question his credibility, 
“but to ascertain my truthfulness you can ask maa, as to my luck she happened to witness whatever 
happened in my room. She had come back from the kitchen and was just at the door of my bedroom 
when she overheard me begging Nisha to retreat and then promising her to meet in the backyard. After 
Nisha was gone, she asked me about the matter, and then, unwillingly, | had to tell her the truth... It was 
on maoa’s advice that |’d gone to your backyard that day to talk some sense into Nisha, and it is on her 


advice only that I’ve come here to you to clarify all the things.” 


Sarvesh was too dumbfounded to utter a word, while Kanhaiya was convinced reading Sarvesh’s 


countenance that he had successfully saved his ass. 
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The Magic of Indigo 


Nisha’s face flushed with fury as Kanhaiya told her rudely to retreat to the living room. Her soul burned 
on being ignored by someone whose attention had started meaning the world to her. He heart ached on 
being made to feel unwanted by someone, who would make her feel special on a regular basis till just 
about a month ago. And her eyes mizzled on being looked right through by someone, whose passionate 
love gaze would never avert her face while they whispered sweet nothings to each other. She truly loved 
him and the fiery kiss on that eve had uttered aloud that he truly loved her too. But maybe she was 


mistaken. 


It had been about a month now since that eve. It was the first ever kiss of her life: the most special one 
in anyone’s life. Though it lasted only a few seconds, it felt like eternity: eternal bliss exuding from her 
lover’s lips, making way to her heart, and pampering it pleasurably. Her eyes were closed in exaltation, 
but her lover’s countenance was all the while conspicuous in her lucid visualization. She melted as her 
lover ran his fingers through her spine and clasped her hips with his firm left hand and pulled her closer 
until there was no space left. She felt his right hand electrifying as it crawled upward from her belly in 
quest of her love apples: it had just reached its destination and started relishing it when the villainous 


beam of torch fell upon their faces and jerked them apart. 


She relived the moment again and again in her mind whenever she got some alone time out of the post- 
wedding commotions. And whenever she did, a pleasing current would flow up her nerves and a 
reminiscent smile would grace her lips. At times she would writhe in desperation to have just one 
glimpse of her lover’s face, as if it had the ability to calm all her nerves. But there was no alternative she 
had other than to just wait for her lover to come back from his tour with his idol, whom she envied 


frettingly as she was always required to share her lover’s time, attention, and devotion with him. 
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She was lying on her bed lost in the memory of that heavenly moment, oblivious to the screaming and 
yelling of her brother out in the living room, when the door of her room thrust-opened with a thud and 
shook her up from nostalgia. It was her brother at the door, his eyes red with rage, his jaws locked and 
clenched, his chest sticking out, his hands trembling in fury — the shape she had seen him in the day he 
had hit Savitri on her head. Her gut told her that the one behind the torch that day had already puked 
before her brother. His lethal stare was enough to send shivers down her spine: she feared if the 
burning rage inside him would be calmed only by cracking her head open or breaking every bone of her 
body. As he took his first step from the door towards her, she screamed with all her power: “Dare you 


not raise your hand upon me! | ain’t you wife... Touch me and Kanhaiya will kill you!” 


His wrath grew even worse and he scuttled towards her and clenched his fist, and raised his hand 
highest he could so as to inflict upon her as hard a blow as possible. But then he stopped short; his body 
tightened as if he was subduing his anger with all his might from leaping beyond limit. “I would’ve really 
killed you if | hadn’t sworn that day not to raise my hand on any woman,” he exerted himself to say 


amidst labored breathing. And then he turned back and left the room. 


Adrenaline coursed through her system as she heard her parents and brother deciding her future in the 
living room. Rage was still present in her brother’s voice as he said: “until then nobody will allow her to 
go outside.” She felt like going straightaway to them and telling them rebelliously that they had no right 
to impose their will upon her and decide for her future, but the fear that her brother’s bloody red eyes 
had injected inside her a few minutes ago was still running through her veins. “Let Kanhaiya come —” she 
said to herself “— he’ll sort everything out... He can do anything.” And an alleviating grin popped up on 


her face. 


A month passed in waiting, but Kanhaiya didn’t turn up in Kamla Sadan. Her mind oscillated between 


apprehensions: from “did-Bhaiya-fight-him” to “is-he-angry-with-me”; from “did-l-do-something-wrong” 
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to “is-he-not-interested-in-me-anymore”; from “has-he-forgotten-me” to “is-someone-else-in-his-life”. 
When the apprehensions became worrisome and worries became unbearable, she resolved to sneak out 


of her house to visit her lover who didn’t seem to have time for her anymore. 


The very next day she did sneak out in the afternoon, minutes after the lunch, when her father and 
brother were in their offices, and her mother and sister-in-law were in their own rooms taking their 
noon nap. All the way to her lover’s house, the fearful uncertainty kept her consumed: the common 
sense told her that the intensity of love that she had seen in his eyes was faux, but her heart brushed off 


all the suspicions and refused to comply with the common sense. 


But her heart had to give in to the common sense when her lover outright denied having any word with 
her. The denial of suspicion made way to the anger, and she almost screamed with obstinacy in her 
voice: “But we need to talk.” He turned his back upon her in an attempt to avoid her. The tears of anger 
and vexation cropped up in her eyes and the pitch of her voice rose even higher: “I ain’t going back until 
you let me know why you are ignoring me.” He turned round and gazed at her in fury: there was 
cruelness in those eyes: the eyes wherein she used to see love and only love for herself. But she 
wouldn’t budge, and would gaze right back into his eyes with even greater rage. It’s only after he had to 
promise her to meet in the park beside the Moti Jheel the next afternoon that she agreed to retreat to 


the living room. 


The park — infamous in the town for the secret rendezvous for love-bitten-brave-birds, who had courage 
enough to listen to their hearts against the small-town proscription of love-before-marriage — spread 
behind the remnants of Neelha Kothis at the eastern bank of Moti Jheel. Civilized and cultured people 
considered the park a curse upon their culture and despised even seeing in that direction, though every 
once in a while some young blood from those cultured houses could be seen there quenching their 


thirst, concealing their countenances by their gamchha or dupatta. They would hide behind the dense 
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bushes and would fill themselves to satiety with delectation, but once they were out of the park 
premises, they would go back to cursing the park again for being the culture-killer, as if some bug 
loitered about at the gate of the park, and would bite every entrant upon entry and exit — the bug of 


hypocrisy. 


Nisha reached the park before the agreed-upon time and waited with the ruins of her heart pounding 
heavily inside her chest, behind the ruins of a building that, about seventy years ago, used to be the 
katchary of the managers of Neelha Kothi, where the planters used to employ extraordinarily 
complicated account books to ensnare the illiterate peasants in the never-ceasing debt trap; where, 
presently, the hypocrite fancy-men of the cultured houses of the town would employ their 


extraordinarily complicated emotional rants to ensnare the innocent girls in their love-trap. 


Nisha waited in the scorching sun of May: the dupatta that she had tied on her face had been wet by the 
sweat on her cheeks and had started irritating her skin, but untying the dupatta even for a moment was 
too risky a comfort. So she waited, waving in anxiety, just like the mass of green indigo plants used to 
wave in the same month of year, in the large field spread out beside the ruins of the katchary, as if in 
the excitement to show their magic: the magic of indigo. That’s the term that her father had used long 
ago while explaining to her and her brother the procedure of manufacturing of indigo: “The magic of 
indigo”... “Fifth of July it was,” she said to herself. She remembered the date, as it was the day next to 


her tenth birthday. 


It was taken by surprise by the whole family when her father had invited the children for a tour to the 


Neelha Kothi for the educational purpose, as it was the first time ever since his children were born that 
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he had shown his concern about their studies. Nisha’s mother was initially a bit skeptical to let her 
children go to a place like that given her husband’s careless attitude towards everything, but then she 
allowed, which she wouldn’t have, if it weren’t about her children’s education that she had always been 


obsessed about. 


Though Nisha was too excited and listened attentively to every word her father uttered while he 
explained the manufacturing process, her brother’s disinterest was quite evident on his face: 
throughout the explanation he kept on asking: “Should we go back now?”, only to be denied deafly each 
time by her father. It was only the word morhum-mahaai that succeeded in drawing her brother’s 
attention. Not because he found it something enlightening, but the way his father pronounced the term 


was quite funny. But the disinterest harked back soon as his father proceeded to explain the term. 


Nisha observed keenly as her father took them to the ruins of the large rectangular vats wherein the 
indigo plants used to be steeped and cleaned out by the laborers. “The plants,” continued her father 
nodding towards the vats, “used to be stacked upright using bamboos to allow the air to escape. Then 
the water would be run into the vats, but not to the brim so as to give the plants enough space to 
expand, otherwise the enormous pressure that the plants could exert while expanding might break the 
vats’ sides... The plants would take a long while to soak, as the indigo leaves have large number of water 
repellant hairs. After a couple of hours, however, the water would succeed in wetting the leaves, and a 


thick blue froth would cover the surface.” 


“Blue froth out of green leaves!” asked Nisha curiously. “But how? Shouldn’t it be green?” 


“That’s the magic of Indigo,” replied her father promptly. “Scientists say that the blue color resides 
inside the leaves, but in what chemical composition — even they haven’t been able to find out as yet... 
Even the gases that exude from the leaves during the froth formation are blue in color: if you applied a 
light at the surface of a vat during the process, you could see a blue flame, several yards in length. And 
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the color blue was no ordinary blue... It was the original true blue... the royal blue having a rich purple 
blue shade, giving royal look to the army and navy uniforms... Other countries started manufacturing the 
indigo color synthetically in their factories, but they weren’t even half as good... Britishers boasted of 
their blue and oppressed the poor peasants if the ultimate color of indigo cakes didn’t meet the set 
standard, as they believed that the poor color quality was because of the poor quality of the crop which 
was the result of bad digging by the badmash peasants in the first place... So the managers reprimanded 
their assistants, and the assistants used all the oppressive methods to make sure that the digging was 
done deep and well... But however mighty an oppressor is, he can’t be mightier than Karma: Karma plays 
its role and punishes all the sinners with its curse... It didn’t take long after the Champaran Satyagrah 


that indigo farming ceased to exist and the life of the planters became miserable thereafter.” 


“Champaran Satyagrah by Mahatma Gandhi,” Nisha raised her hand and uttered promptly with a 


pompous smile on her face. “I’ve read this in my book.” 


“Yes... Mahatma Gandhi... He was a saint... He did a lot for the poor peasants, but | ain’t sure if it was 
entirely the Champaran Satyagrah that made the cultivation of indigo redundant. Maybe the fact that 


synthetic dyes became cheaper and could be mass produced was a prominent factor as well.” 


Though big words like ‘Karma’ and ‘mass-production’ bounced over her head, she made no attempt to 
dig into them. Rather she contented herself with the questions that she could comprehend: “Was it the 


froth, from which the indigo cakes would be made?” She raised her hand again. 


“No, it wasn’t the froth whereof the indigo cakes would be made... The water below the froth would be 
run off to the lower vats leaving the froth to remain in the upper vats... A dozen of laborers would then 
be sent inside the lower vats with the long bamboos, and they would lash the water with their bamboos, 
and then would run round along the inner walls of the vats several times, and then would eventually 
jump out of the vats... After the water settled, the water would be drained out, and a pulpy paste, very 


71| Page 


much like the shaving cream that | use, could be seen at the bottom... That pulpy paste would be dried, 


pressed, and then would be cut into the solid cakes.” 


Though she had many more questions inside her head, before she could ask any of them, her brother 
got over a vat and jumped inside and started running round along the walls, screaming: “Indigo is being 
made! Now we will color our clothes with this. Bring all your clothes.” A moment later she too jumped 


inside the vat and followed her brother. 


It was only on their way back home that she could pose another question: “Have you ever seen the solid 


indigo cakes, papa? Are they really solid hard?” 


“No beta!” replied her father. “I haven’t ever seen them... The cultivation ceased completely a few 
years after the Champaran Satyagrah, and that happened long ago... About half a century ago... | wasn’t 


even born then.” 


“Then how come you know all about this?” 


Her father caressed her head and with a smile on his face replied: “Baauji... Your grandfather would 


always visit this place, and | would always tag along. It was he who taught me all this.” 


“Okay, it was dadaji, who had seen all this...” She shook her head ponderingly. 


“No, it was his dadaji actually who had imparted this knowledge to him... He passed on the knowledge 
to me... And | am just carrying on the legacy... Though there were many legacies he left behind, which | 


failed miserably to carry on... He was a great father.” 
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Nisha waited anxiously for Kanhaiya behind the ruins of the katchary, but the memories of the past had 
taken away her anxiety for a moment and replaced it with the detestation towards her father. “He 
always knew that he was doing wrong by ignoring us, still did nothing about it,” she brooded. “What’s 
the point of feeling sorry about something if you don’t do anything about it! A hypocrite he is! Always 
preaching high ideals like sacrifice and service, but always disposed towards self-service... doing only 
what pleases him! Countenance and core at variance with each other! Just like the indigo leaves! Their 


true color manifests itself only when they bleed blue... hypocritical blue.” 


Her monologue ceased altogether at the sight of her beloved approaching towards her. Her heart 
started beating fast, replacing the detestation within with the hope that her lover would come and hug 
her, and clear out all her misapprehensions. Her eyes blinked, heels tapped, and throat dried, while he 
walked towards her. Her eyes shut themselves tight as he came closer. “I love you” was all she wanted 
to hear; “What’s wrong with you” was what she heard. Her eyes opened as the reality twisted her heart 
and replaced hope with agony. The cruelness that she had seen in her lover’s eyes the previous 
afternoon was still there and even direr. She listened numbly as he lambasted her for the previous 


afternoon. 


“Dare you never create such drama in my house again,” he almost shouted. 


“Sorry!” she said as tears trickled down her cheeks. “I was so scared that you would leave me.” 


“I will... | swear I will... If you ever repeat what you did yesterday ever again.” 


She casted her eyes down and succumbed to a wave of sobs, only to be comforted a moment later by 


her beloved’s “I love you” and his pat on her shoulder. The comfort, although, was fleeting, as the “I 


love you” was instantaneously followed by a “but”. 


“But you have to persuade your family, or it’s not possible,” he said. His voice was a bit softer now. 
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She jerked his hand off her shoulder and clenched her jaws: “What do you think? | haven’t tried to 


persuade them?” 


He thought for a moment and then: “There is no other way then... | was there at the door of your house 
that day when your brother was shouting at you... He wouldn’t even talk to me... There is no other way... 


You have to persuade them, or it’d be better we parted our ways.” 


“Can’t we elope?” Desperation was evident in her voice. 


“No... No way... It’s not right... It’s not possible...” His voice got stern again. 


“Such a coward you are!” She said and a fresh bout of tears started flowing down her face. “Why did you 


come in my life in the first place? Why don’t you go and die?” 


“Now don’t... please... No drama... please... | am leaving,” he said and turned around to leave. 


He had hardly taken a couple of steps when she ran to him, wrapped her arms around his waist, put her 
head upon his back and started crying vehemently: “Please, don’t leave me... l'Il die... | can’t live without 


1” 


you... Please do something... | will do anything for you... anything... please 


He untwined her arms, turned around, and now wrapped his arms around her waist. He looked right 
into her eyes: the complete surrender wasn’t hard to see. “You really love me, huh!” he said... and 
before she could say anything, he had already laid his lips on hers. He clutched her hips with his left 


hand and pulled her towards himself, and shifted his right hand over her love apples. 


Her eyes shut, her breathing shook, and her lips quivered in cooperation. Her shivering hands curled 
around his waist and her fingers ran down his spine. She drew back her head for a moment, opened her 


eyes, and stared deep into his eyes, and said in her wavering voice: “I love you”. 
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He reciprocated hastily: “I love you too... | love you too...” and got back to kissing again. His lips swiftly 
shifted to her neck and a soft moan spewed from her lips. His right hand slid inside her kurti and 


started playing with her love-apples. 


It’s only when his hands slid inside her salwar and reached between her legs exploring the gate-to- 


heaven, she shoved him hard and jerked apart: “I can’t do this.” 


His face exhibited a quizzical expression marred by sulkiness. 


“Will you talk to my family,” she enquired promptly. 


“I will,” he replied curtly, and grabbed her again by her waist, and started kissing her wildly. 


She hugged him tight, but then again jerked apart after a moment: “Then first talk to my family.” 


“I told you I will...” he said vexedly and grabbed her yet again. 


“Okay... But | can’t do this now,” she said as she turned her head sideways. “It’s wrong before 


marriage... | can’t do this... please.” 


He pulled her closer, rendered his clasp tighter, and returned to kissing again, as if he hadn’t even heard 


what she had just said. 


“No... | can’t... Please leave me... It’s wrong,” she tried with all her might to set herself free, but to no 


avail. 


The shackle of his arms grew even tighter, and his kisses grew even wilder. 


She started crying vehemently, and started jerking herself frantically. “Leave me... Leave me,” she 


screamed at the top of her voice. 
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Infuriated he released his grip, but shoved her so hard that she lost her balance and flopped down onto 
the ground. “What’s wrong with you?” he shouted. “Don’t you trust me? What kind of person do you 


think | am?” 


Her eyes became round and her lips parted in shock. But she anyhow pulled herself together, got herself 


to her feet and said: “It’s not that | don’t trust you... It’s just that | can’t do it right now... It’s wrong.” 


“Then get out of here,” he uttered furiously, and turned his back towards her. 


She stood there motionless for some time in uncertainty, but he wouldn’t budge. So she got a grip on 


herself and walked towards the exit gate of the park. 


Nothing can be gloomier than the sight of an unhappy and hopeless woman on her wedding day — the 


day that connotes the culmination of all her hopes and dreams. 


On the eve of her wedding, Nisha, wearing solah-shringar, waited gloomily in her room for the baraat. 
Clad in the blood-red /ehenga-choli, which accentuated all her curves, she looked ravishing, but the 


smile — which, probably, is the most beautiful curve on a woman’s body — was missing from her face. 


Though Nisha had let go of the rope of hope the very moment she exited the park that day, an end 
thereof was still dangling before her. It had been dangling all along since then and had been tempting 
her incessantly to pull it down to the dark dungeon of her heart, but the wound that the rope had 


inflicted upon her heart while slipping away was still green... 


It had taken her months to create an armor around her heart — the armor of indifference. And the 


memories of the golden moments that she had spent with her love had kept on inflicting heavy blows 
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upon it ever since, every now and then, but right along she endured and her armor sustained... But even 
the mightiest and the most alert of warriors puts off his armor at least once in a while, when the 


endurance gives in to the heaviness of the armor. 


Her armor felt too heavy on her wedding day, and her endurance couldn’t last long, and ultimately gave 
way to the urge to run to her love and lay before him all he wanted, to melt his hardened heart, to 


receive in return the cure of her aching heart. 


So, she jumped off the bed abruptly and dashed to the window. Her eyes started searching for her love 
amidst the crowd of the guests, but the healer of her heartache was not to be found. She turned about 


to run to the door, but before she could take a step, she heard footsteps approaching her room. 


It was her brother at the door... Her face twitched, her brow lowered and her lips thinned in ire: utmost 


hatred she had developed towards him in the last few months. 


She averted her eyes as he entered the room: she didn’t want to see his face, let alone talk to him. She 


wanted him out of her room right away. 


“What do you want,” she asked in a stern voice and moved to the other side of the room, as her brother 


walked towards her. 


“I am not your enemy that you are running away from me!” he said. 


“What do you want?” she repeated brushing off his remark. 


“Why are you talking so rudely?” He paused for a moment, and then: “Do you really think it’s about me? 


It’s your secure future | am thinking about, you silly cow.” 


“Even Hitler would’ve said so to his countrymen!” she outright dismissed his justification. 
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“Shyam is a nice guy... He is the humblest one in my office... I’m sure he’ll keep you happy.” 


“Why’re you trying to convince me, when I’ve already given my consent? The marriage is just a few 
hours away! | have no objection to whomsoever you marry me! | didn’t even bother to see his picture; | 
haven’t yet seen it... And even if he doesn’t keep me happy, | wouldn’t be complaining to you. So don’t 


bother.” 


“Right now you can’t understand... But you’ll realize... someday you will... that it’s for your good only... 


Even maa holds the same opinion.” 


“As if you really cared about maa’s opinion,” her voice was louder now. “All you care about is your 


stupid ego and your new wife!” 


“Why are you dragging Savita into all this?” Even his voice rose to a higher pitch. “Just because she 


revealed your secret, you are after her?” 


“You know whom do | hate the most in this world? Even more than you? It’s your wife... Not because 
she didn’t keep her mouth shut, which she should have, but because she has manipulated you so much 


that you have turned blind and deaf to everyone else in this family.” 


“| know where you are going...It’s about the last Sunday when I took her side when you and maa were 


tyrannizing her...” 


“Tyrannizing her! Really! Didn’t | tell you that day that she had threatened maa to get her kicked out of 


the house?” 


“She may have said that in irritation, but she definitely has no such intention... I’ve seen you two 
graveling her for no reason... Especially you after the day she told me about you and that rascal 


Kanhaiya...” He paused for a moment, closed his eyes to calm himself down, and then continued: “It’s 
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been months now... please... leave her be for god’s sake... she is pregnant... And revenge is not a good 


thing.” 


“She has really bewitched you, hasn’t she?” said Nisha in revulsion. 


“What do you want? Should | spoil my marriage again for you two? | ain’t that stupid... | ain’t going to 
commit the same mistake again... | came here to try to talk sense in you for the last time, but you are 


just impossible.” And he turned around to leave. 


“If you have forgotten,” she almost yelled in her broken angst-ridden voice, “what maa has done for 
both of us, which | know you have, have patience for a couple of months please. | will take her along 


with me from here.” 


He turned back to say something, but then stopped short and then left the room. 


After her brother was gone, she, seething in fury, turned to the window and looked outside to distract 
her mind. Baraat had already reached the door. The funny dances by the congregated folks, dancing to 
the tunes of the song aaj-mere-yaar-ki-shaadi-hai, eased her anger a bit and implanted a weak smile on 


her face. The idea to run away from her marriage had once again taken a back seat. 


Amidst the dancing folks was seated the groom inside a decorated Mercedes. All she was able to see of 
him, through the window-glass of the wedding car, was a maroon turban sitting fittingly upon his head, 
a sehra tied to the turban flung over his face, and a garland of five-hundred-rupees-notes hung around 
his neck. A part of her desired to peep inside the sehra, just to have a glimpse of what they had chosen 


for her, but then her apathy towards the groom returned. 
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But her apathy transformed into antipathy — antipathy towards her brother, towards her family — soon 
after the groom got out of the car and lifted his sehra up so that his would be mother-in-law could apply 
tilak on his forehead. “This is what he has searched for me!” she exclaimed in disgust. Her head span in 
glumness, as her mother span pooja-ki-thaal before the groom’s face. Her hatred towards her brother 
grew manifold that moment, and she succumbed to sobs, tears rolling down her cheeks, smudging the 


kaajal around her eyes. 


Her kaajal-smudged eyes started flittering amidst the crowd, once again, in the search of Kanhaiya, 
more desperately than ever. But absolute despair dribbled down her throat like a catalyst and converted 
her sobs into a loud cry when she saw her lover, whom she had been pining for, run to the main gate 
and then escort the groom to the Mandap for Dwaar-Pooja. There wasn’t even a streak of sadness upon 


his face: he looked happy. 


She cried at the top of her voice, but her wail got smothered under the merry sound of the band. She 
cried and cried with no one around to calm her down. Until her mother came to her room to let her 
know that Savita’s water had broken a couple of minutes ago and Sarvesh had taken her to the hospital, 


and Kanhaiya would be doing the rituals of brother until Sarvesh came back. 


Nisha wriggled in a contained manner as she waited outside the gate of her sasural, the bride and the 
groom both standing in one single cane basket, the groom holding the bride tight so as to maintain 
balance therein. The whole house was lit up and the relatives were standing outside to receive the 
couple. The kids were making noises and the aunties, who surrounded the couple, were scanning the 


bride from top to bottom and whispering, albeit audibly, in each other’s ears: “the lehenga is not heavy, 
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n u 


my daughter’s lengha was heavier than this”; “even the jewelry is not according to the trend... must be 


Wt. 


her mother’s old jewelry”; “the girl is dusky... put off the makeup and she will look...” 


Nisha was getting irritated by the commotion and so wished the whole thing to end as soon as possible. 
But the sooner she wanted it to end, the more time it was taking. She contorted her face, partially 
because of the way her fat ugly husband had grabbed her by her shoulder, and partially because of the 


headache she was getting. 


“Making such faces on such an auspicious occasion! Tch Tch!” an old aunty amidst the crowd berated 
her and rest of the aunties started murmuring. But before she panicked, a kind hearted woman, holding 
pooja-ki-thaal in her hands, came to her rescue, and said with a smile on her face: “Back off you ladies! 
She is very beautiful and now is my daughter in law! No less than my daughter!” And she started 


performing aarti for the couple. 


After aarti, tilak, and aashirwaad from the elders, a kalash filled with rice and a plate with a/ta were 
placed at the gate for grih-pravesh. Nisha was asked to tilt the kalash using her right foot, and then step 
into the plate, which she did at once in order to get away from the grip of her husband. Then two cane 
baskets were placed before her, one at a pace distance ahead of the plate, another at the same distance 
ahead of the first one. She was asked to step into the first basket, and then into the second one. When 
she was in the second basket, the first one was re-placed at a pace ahead of her. And so she was led to 


the kohwar, the bedroom for the newlywed couple. 


The bedroom was decorated with roses, marigolds, and jasmine. A dozen of softer lamps around the 
walls created a dim romantic glow. A savory seductive aroma wafted through her nostrils and alleviated 
her headache a bit. Had she accepted this marriage whole-heartedly, this would definitely have been a 


pleasant surprise for her. But she, as she fretted, had bid herself make haste in her decision to give 
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consent to this marriage. Never had it crossed her mind that the marriage could mean surrendering 


herself to someone she would perhaps never be able to like, let alone love. 


During Kanyadan she had got to have a glimpse of her husband at close quarters: he looked way uglier. 
Perhaps one of the ugliest faces she had seen in a long time! Now imagining the ugly face and way-out- 
of-shape-body making love to her was enough to send shivers down her spine. She hated herself at the 
moment for having given herself such a punishment. Petrified she in all haste removed her hairdo, took 


off her jewelry, and slipped into the wedding quilt lying on the bed, before her ugly husband came in. 


Next morning, she woke up to the knock at the door. “Bahu! There is a phone call from your maaika,” it 
was her mother-in-law’s voice. “Coming, maaji,” she replied and sat up. Her husband was sleeping 
beside her in his shervani, the off-while color thereof accentuating his dark brown complexion. He was a 
huge man in every way: wide and tall, big fatty face with several chins melting into each other and then 
finally into the fat neck and the broad shoulders, the big tummy as swollen as that of a six-month 
pregnant lady, and the spread of his buttocks covering almost half the six-by-six bed width. She stared at 
his face for quite some time to find out something that she could like, but to no avail. Wide eyebrows, 
chubby cheeks, bulbous nose — everything seemed to be uglily carved on his face. Tears again welled up 
in her eyes as she cursed her mother for the first time ever in her life, for having persuaded her 


otherwise when she had decided to not go to the varmala-stage after seeing the ugly groom. 


“This is what you have found for me,” Nisha had yelled at her mother when she had come to give her 
the news of Savita’s water-break. “I won’t marry him... he is so ugly,” she had protested, but then she 
hadn’t been able to defend her stance against her mother’s outburst: “why-didn’t-you-see-the- 
photograph-and-object-earlier?”, and “why-did-you-cootchie-coo-with-that-rascal-Kanhaiya-and-bring- 


shame-upon-this-family?” And then she had had to give in ultimately to her mother’s wise and assertive 
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quip — “looks-are-deceptive-nature-is-everything” and “they-are-rich-people-you-will-live-like-a-queen- 


there”. 


She felt like a fool as she saw an ugly fat man sharing bed with her. “As if ugly looks come with the 


1” 


guarantee of a good nature!” she whispered to herself. “Just because this family hasn’t taken dowry 


money, this is a good family! Who'll give dowry for this man? Just to save their dowry money my family 


has tied me with this ugly fat man...” And she writhed in agony. 


Her future seemed like an unwalkable road to her; even if she tried, as she thought, it would ultimately 
lead to a valley devoid of hope. She felt like not going to attend the call, but creating a scene was not a 
good idea. So she got off the bed, cursed her mother once again, and walked to the door with silent 


footsteps lest she should wake up her husband. 


“Hullo,” she weakly spoke into the telephone receiver. 


“How are you beta,” it was her mother on the other side. 


“Hmm,” she snubbed. 


“Is there anyone nearby?” enquired her mother. 


“No,” she replied impassively. 


“Are you still angry with me?” asked her mother in a mollycoddling tone. 


“Hmm...” 


“Your anger is justified beta, but a few months down the line you would understand why I agreed to this 


marriage...” 


“| got to go,” she interjected. “Got some work.” 
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“Hmm... Okay... | just called up to let you know that Savita gave birth to a baby girl about an hour ago... | 
have invited your saas-sasur with family for chhathi pooja. Sarvesh will go to your house with the formal 


invitation in a day or two...” 


“Okay,” she said and hung up. 


She got back to her room, slowly opened the door and entered with silent footsteps. But the aanchal of 
her lehenga betrayed her and got stuck at the handle of the door. The sound of her anklets and bangles 


woke her husband up. She froze then and there, filled with bewilderment. 


“Do you want anything?” asked her husband in his low voice, which was coated with a sugary softness 


that his bulky body wouldn’t suggest. 


“| need to go to the wash room,” she said in her trembling voice. 


“Yeah sure... Everything is in there...” Civility and politeness was dripping from his voice, which made her 


a tad comfortable. 


She just nodded and strode to the washroom. Though her fright was allayed a bit after hearing his voice, 
she still feared facing him. She lay against the closed door of the washroom and her mind raced, 
scrambling to decide what to do next. More than half an hour spent but no suitable idea crossed her 


mind. 


She slightly opened the door and peeped outside to see if her husband was still there in the bedroom. 
He was sitting on the bed right in front of the bathroom door facing it. Embarrassed she, like a shot, 


opened the door fully and came out of the washroom catching at straws. 


“You want something?” asked her husband again in his soft voice. 
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She shook her head no and walked to the other side of the bed, where tea was kept on the table. She 
lifted the kettle off the tray to pour tea into the two cups placed beside it, but her husband uh-uh-ed in 
dissent and walked to her. Quite politely with a soft smile upon his face he asked her to pass the kettle 
to him. “A newly wed bride doesn’t make tea before chauka-chhulaai,” he said. “It'll be discourteous on 


my part.” 


“Hmm,” she said and sat down onto the bed, as he served her tea. 


After serving tea he sat down as well, in his rocking chair, placed beside the bed. “Actually,” he 
continued, sipping his tea, “I don’t believe in these rituals and customs, as it’s like manufacturing 
culture-fits on the graveyard of diversity. But then | haven’t yet found any other alternative to this 
prevalent system, which doesn’t have its fair share of drawbacks. So if following a custom means being 


courteous to someone, then why not?” 


She nodded weakly and smiled back to him. 


He thought for a moment and then asked: “Was this marriage imposed upon you?” 


The question stumped her completely. Apprehension cropped up on her flustered face, but she shook 


her head slightly in no. 


He smiled a weak smile, leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes and said amidst the creaking sound of 
the chair as it rocked: “Don’t get upset... | am quite open-minded... I’ve a hunch that the marriage was 
imposed upon you; | would be surprised if it is otherwise in reality... A few girls had already rejected me 
before you agreed to marry me, or rather were forced to agree, either by your family or by the 
circumstances... I’ve absolutely no hard feelings for them girls who rejected me... | would probably have 
done the same if | had proposed to marry myself... given my gigantic body and ugly face...” He smiled yet 


again, though a lopsided one this time, and then continued: “If I’m hurt by anyone, it is by the girl who 
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cancelled the wedding on the wedding day, after the pheras had been taken, after | had put 
mangalsutra around her neck, just before vidaai...” He stopped rocking in his chair and raised his head 


to look into her eyes: “Your brother must have told you about this?” 


Though her brother had never mentioned this before her, she nodded weakly in affirmation. 


He leaned back in his chair and started rocking again: “Though | understand that in the society like ours 
a girl has to muster lots of courage to rebel against her family, if only she had mustered courage before 
the wedding day... my family would have been spared the insult...” He paused for a moment and then 
continued: “Anyways... that’s the past... Clinging onto the bitter past gives nothing but pain... | know that 
you too are not happy with this marriage... Whatever maybe the reason thereof, but | believe that the 
prime prerequisite for a happy marriage is love and respect towards each other, and an unhappy person 
can’t love... So before we consummate this marriage, we must give ourselves time to develop love and 
respect towards each other, as the best gift one can give to one’s children is a happy marriage...” He 
paused for a moment and then continued again: “I know it’s difficult for you, but | think there is no 
better alternative than this... And meanwhile | too will be trying to bring myself in a loveable shape and 


size.” 


“Hmm,” she said though more audibly this time. Apprehension had disappeared from her face and a 


genuine smile of relief had taken its place. 


Nisha with her husband reached her maaika in a shining black sedan, a day before the day of chhatthi 
pooja. Her parents were waiting outside to welcome their son-in-law. When Nisha got off the car, her 


mother ran to her, hugged her tight, and started sobbing. Though Nisha didn’t reciprocate the exact 


86|Page 


emotion that her mother displayed, she wrapped her arms around her mother in order to hide her 


resentment from her husband. 


Her father walked to her husband and touched his head blessing him with happiness and long life as her 
husband effortfully bowed down to touch his feet. Her father then ushered her husband inside the 


house. Nisha and her mother followed. 


While Nisha’s father seated her husband on the sofa in the living room, her mother took her directly to 
Sarvesh’s bedroom where Savita was resting in her bed with her daughter by her side. In the milky light 
of the fluorescent tube, the milky fair face of the newborn was glowing. She looked like a beautiful doll, 
with black curly hair, big beautiful eyes, pointed nose, and pale pink lips. Her arms were aloft as if 
wanting a warm hug from someone. Nisha slid her pinky into the baby’s open hand and watched as her 
fingers curled around it. A fleeting smile cropped up on the baby’s face and subsequently upon everyone 


else’s. 


“She is smiling,” said Nisha and bowed down to implant a kiss upon the baby’s fingers. 


“She cries only when she’s hungry... that’s it,” said Savita with a smile upon her face. “She’s a low 


maintenance baby who likes being quiet and is easily self-entertained.” 


“Hmm... What name have you thought for the baby, bhabhi?” asked Nisha. 


Before Savita could reply, Nisha’s mother interjected: “That’s your prerogative beta... It’s baby’s bua 


who does this on the eve of chhatthi pooja.” 


It was evident that Savita wasn’t happy with her mother-in-law’s reply, but she kept mum. 


“Let bhabhi rest, beta,” continued Nisha’s mother, and then took her out of the room. 
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“| think now you understand why | agreed to the marriage,” said Nisha’s mother with a proud smile 


upon her face, as they entered Nisha’s bedroom. 


“No!” exclaimed Nisha in fury. “No, | don’t understand why you agreed.” 


“Ssshhh!” said her mother in an undertone and turned around to peep out of the slit of the window. Her 
son-in-law was still in the living room, chatting with her husband. She turned back and whispered in 
angry tone: “The luxury car you came here in... The lavish lifestyle you will be leading... Doesn’t it matter 


in your life?” 


“What do you think: | am a greedy woman like you, who would marry just for money?” said Nisha in one 


breath. 


The word greedy pierced her mother’s heart like a poisoned arrow, and with her moist eyes and in her 
brittle voice she said: “Such ungrateful children both of you are! You and your brother! After all I’ve 


suffered for you two!” 


“That’s what you always do... play a victim card... All the time you are the only victim... You can never 
see what | am going through... All the pain | have to take to keep him away from me... And it isn’t just a 
matter of few days... It’s for life time... It’s my luck that he didn’t force me for anything... but what 
guarantee was there before marriage that he would turn out to be a humble person? And for how long 


he would...” 


“And what guarantee,” interjected her mother, “was there that you would be happy after marrying that 
loafer Kanhaiya? This luv-shuv is nothing but madness... Cinema and all have ruined this generation... 


They fall for this luring and ephemeral feeling, and believe that it’ll last forever... But it doesn’t... A few 
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years down the line when the excitement diminishes, all you are left with is your financial security... You 


would be cursing yourself then, if | had let you marry that loafer.” 


“And | will be cursing you if | don’t ever find happiness in my husband or the things he possesses. 


Wouldn’t it be better if | would be cursing myself?” 


“Why wouldn’t you find happiness in him? Just for his appearance! What did you call me? Greedy for 
money! And what are you? Greedy for looks... or for...? No one gets everything in life! As you just said he 
didn’t force you for anything... Do you really think every man cares for what you feel? Do you really think 
| wanted another child after Sarvesh, given your father’s selfish reclusive nature? No... But | had to... | 


had to... No one gets everything in life.” 


“And all | should get in my life is what you want, isn’t it?” said Nisha wryly. 


“No! All you should get in your life is what is good for you,” said her mother dryly. “But you aren’t 
mature enough to understand this... So, leave it...” Her mother paused for a moment and then turned 
around to leave. But before she departed, she said in requesting tone: “Curse me how much ever you 


want... but for God’s sake behave properly as long as you are here.” 


Nisha, carrying the baby — wrapped in a yellow cloth — in her arms, was standing in the pooja room, just 
behind where Savita, in red saree, was sitting with both her arms folded in prayer. Before them on the 
wall a photo of golden complexioned Shashthi Maata — standing on a cat, carrying eight infants in her 
arms — was hanging by a nail. Beside it a Swastika was made with cow dung, which was painted with 
vermillion and turmeric. Below it on the altar, a red pen and a notebook was kept on a wooden base for 


the Shashthi Maata to write the future of the newborn. Beside the wooden base was placed a stark 
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white handkerchief and a wide dish filled with sand, at the center of which a well was made, around 
which nine betel leaves were placed, whereupon cow dung was sprinkled. At the center of the table an 
idol of Lord Ganesh was placed, before which there was a lamp. On the left of the lamp, in a plate, were 


kept poori-sabzee-kheer, and beside it was placed a lota filled with milk. 


Beside Savita was sitting a Pundit chanting some Sanskrit mantras. Behind the Pundit was sitting Nisha’s 
mother on a mat, while all the three gents of the house were sitting on chairs at the door of the pooja 


room. 


” 


“Om swagatam su swagatam — Om Shashti devi yai namah aavaahayaamee sthapayamee...” uttered 
the Pundit to welcome Shashthi Mata, and then chanted some more mantras offering her flowers, 
incense, food, and water. Thereafter the Pundit continued in Hindi: “Shashti Devi is the sixth expansion 
of Mother Durga, which gives Mata her name Shashti. Mother Shashti is also one of the sixteen 
matrikas, little mothers. She is the bestower of children and grandchildren in all the three worlds and is 
the godmother of all of them. She remains near every child in the form of an aged yogini, and protects 
all of them with a mother's affectionate heart. So the Divine Mother, in her form as Shashti Devi, ought 


to be worshipped and glorified so that her blessings could be invoked upon the child. May Mata bless 


the child with divine qualities, good health, good character and freedom from disease!” 


The pundit chanted again some mantras in Sanskrit and nodded towards Savita: “Now the mother of the 


child will fill the center of the sand with milk.” 


Savita followed. 


The Pundit chanted some more mantras and asked Savita to dot the Betel leaves with vermillion. 


Savita followed. 


The Pundit asked Nisha to put the baby on her mother’s lap. 
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Nisha followed. 


The pundit chanted yet again some mantras and asked Savita to cover the baby’s eyes so that the baby 
couldn’t see the lamp. He then asked the baby’s bua to light up the lamp three times and the baby’s 


mother to put that off each time with her archara. 


Nisha and Savita followed. 


The Pundit asked the baby’s bua to light up the lamp once again, but forbid the mother to put that off 


this time. 


Nisha and Savita followed. 


The pundit asked the baby’s mother to uncover the baby’s eyes and asked the baby’s bua to place a 


brass spoon over the lamp to make kajal, and then apply the kaja/ on the mother’s and the baby’s eyes. 


Nisha and Savita followed. 


The Pundit then asked the mother to kneel with the baby before Shashthi Mata to seek her blessings, 


and then to touch the elders’ feet to get their blessings. 


Savita followed. 


The pundit then asked baby’s mother to put the baby’s feet on a plate filled with water colored with 
kumkum powder, and then to take the footprints on the white handkerchief to guide the Mata to where 


the baby was. 


Savita followed 


The Pundit then asked Savita to eat the poori-sabzee-kheer kept in the plate: first a little keeping the 


baby on her lap, and then the rest after handing over the baby to her bua. 


91|Page 


Savita followed. 


No sooner had Nisha taken the baby back in her arms than the Pundit asked her to pick a name for the 


baby starting with letter ‘P’. 


The sudden question startled her, and before she could think it through, a name spewed from her lips: 


“Priya.” 


The Pundit chanted some mantras and then said in Hindi: “So the baby’s name is Priya.” 


A cloud of thoughtful sadness shrouded Nisha as the name Priya reverberated in her ears. It was the 
name whereby her lover used to call her. The golden moments spent with her lover once again entered 
her memory lane and moistened her eyes. She suddenly needed some time alone, to gather herself 
together. So before she broke down and created a scene, she put the baby on her mother’s lap and 


retreated to her bedroom. 


She slumped onto her bed, and bit down on her lip trying not to burst into tears. Her shaky fingers ran 
restlessly through her hair and messed that up. “That’s past... That’s past...” she whispered to herself, 
but deep down she knew that it was not going to help. She walked restlessly in her room from one 
corner to another, but that changed nothing. She walked to the windows and opened them as she felt 


suffocated inside. 


As she opened the windows she heard the sound of band-baaja approaching. She waited dreadfully for 
the baraat to pass by the window, as it came to her recollection that it was the date of her lover’s 


wedding. 


The dread turned into despair as the baraat passed by the window: her lover was dancing frantically in 
his own baraat, on the graveyard of her emotions. She yearned for her lover to turn his head at least 


once towards the window, but he didn’t. “Why would he?” she brooded. “He never even loved me. 
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Happiness is oozing from his face, and foolish | was aching for him.” And the painful feeling of having 


been used crawled back to her and dissolved all the golden memories once again like they never existed. 


Furious at herself, she shut the window with a bang, and turned around to get back to her bed. She had 
just slumped onto the bed again, when the door of her room creaked open. It was her husband. He 


entered the room and shut the door behind. 


“Why aren’t you there in pooja?” he said with the usual politeness in his voice. 


She gazed down and said nothing. 


“Are you fine?” he asked, this time with even more politeness. 


Her mother’s sentence echoed in her ears: “Do you really think every man cares for what you feel?” And 


she ran to her husband, hugged him tight, and laid her head upon his chest. 


He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and gently caressed her head with the other. “I don’t know,” 


he said, “if | should be saying this now, but I think | love you... FII keep you happy... always.” 


His love and care was a solace to her agony... “I love you too,” she said and sunk into the warmth of his 


side. 


But she bled hypocritical blue just a moment later as she jerked herself apart and rebuked him harshly 


for touching her back inappropriately: “You don’t have to take the advantage of the situation.” 


“But you just said you...” 


“Just stay away from me!” she interjected, and walked to the other side of the room. 
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The War Within 


Shyam’s fat face flushed with fury when Nisha startlingly rebuked him for doing something that perhaps 
no other husband would have done differently with his beautiful wife lying in his arms and whispering to 


his heart that she loved him. 


A few moments after she sank into his warmth, her smell had started flooding his senses. His heart had 
started fluttering, and his breath had started shaking... And his hands had started stroking her back in 


that minty moment, when she jerked apart and rebuked him for touching her appropriately. 


His veins swelled to explode back at her hypocrisy, but he contained himself anyhow, tossing and 
frowning by himself. His bulky legs had started trembling in an attempt to suppress his angst, so he 


walked to the bed and slumped down with a thud. 


“Sorry,” said Nisha, “to have hurt you... But | ain’t ready yet... You may call me a hypocrite, but it’s 


difficult for a woman to... | hope you understand...” 


“No, no!” he interjected, now a tad calm and composed. “Don’t worry... | understand... And about 
hypocrisy... | believe that all of us humans are hypocrite owing to the multiplicity of our psyche... So 


don’t bother.” 


“Thanks for understanding me,” said Nisha with a sigh of relief. 


“But... you need to understand that there are things | can’t tolerate... | can’t stand lies and liars...” 


“| don’t understand,” she uttered in dread. 


“Padma, the girl | told you about, who cancelled marriage on the wedding day... My appearance wasn’t 
the only reason she cancelled the wedding... It was more than that... She had a lover, and she wanted to 
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marry him, but her family wouldn’t agree... She gave in, but maybe the disgust of being wife to an ugly 
man like me instilled courage in her and she ultimately rebelled.” And he stared into Nisha’s eyes to see 


her reaction. 


But she stood still reaction-less. 


“All | want,” he continued, “to say that | want our relationship to be transparent at least... Otherwise my 


efforts will turn out to be futile, and l'Il end up hurting myself again.” 


Shyam was an over-sensitive man who suffered from severe ugly duckling complex, and total lack of 
self-esteem. His central obsession with his ugliness had grown deep-rooted in his school days only: in his 
mind he was convinced that he was the ugliest man on this earth. So he couldn’t believe his ears when 
he heard that his marriage had been fixed to Padma, the girl who would later be his wife if she had 
deeper sight to look beneath his appearance and into his heart. Though he had forbidden his mother to 
send his photographs to the girl’s house right after the moment he saw the girl’s photographs, as she 


was way too beautiful for him, on his father’s insistence his photographs were sent. 


When his mother told him, to his astonishment, that the girl’s father was coming the next day to fix the 
date of the marriage, he felt as if his mother was pulling a prank on him. But when he got convinced that 
his mother was telling the truth, he got so overwhelmed that his eyes moistened. His naiveté let him 
believe that he had finally found someone who could see beyond looks, and so he fell in love with her as 


readily as a hungry-for-many-days-child falls for food placed before him. 


The dreams of delving into the ocean of love started titillating him, and his fantasies started taking 


shapes. He had watched in Indian romantic movies that sacrifice is the essence of true love, and so he 
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was ready to sacrifice his every other desire just to get love from his to-be-wife. “I would keep her 
happy,” he mumbled to himself. “Her happiness would be my topmost priority, as she isn’t a frivolous 
girl, whose thoughts are just skin deep... All she need is a soul pure, which | have, and love abundant, 


which | would bestow upon her.” 


That’s what the persons with low self-esteem usually do: they become fluid and forget their boundaries, 
and lose themselves in others’ desires, just to feel accepted. In attempts to please the others they often 
fall into self-delusion and go to as extreme as let the others trample over their emotions and then make 


themselves feel that they deserve it. 


Shyam’s appearance wasn’t the only reason behind his low self-esteem, but the constant bullying by his 
classmates in his schooldays on account of his oversensitive nature, and his father’s unceasing and 
scornful disapproval of his escapism, idealism, and lazy daydreaming had contributed enough for the 
root of his low self-esteem to grow deeper and deeper inside his soul. “A man must be rock solid,” his 
father would always say censuring him, “as he has to face the world and progress despite the hurdles 
the world lays on his path... But I’ve got a sissy boy for a son, who is afraid to come out of his mother’s 
aanchal... who enjoys running back in order to escape challenges... who is ready to ruin all his 


forefathers have earned...” 


His father’s harsh words and judgments would invariably inflict shame upon a meek as a mouse person 
like him, and in order to please his father he would do everything possible to paint his feathers with his 
father’s favorite colors. But no color is permanent except for nature’s own color: man-made colors fade 


sooner or later, leaving the natural ones exhibiting the true identity. 


Flustered and frustrated he would then swiftly drift into what his father would call his dreamy world, 
which, for him, was a refuge from a world replete with blind people running in a blind race in order to 
achieve something that isn’t even there at the end of the race. With no one around to listen to the 
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agonies of his heart, he would shut himself inside his room and pour every ounce of his heart in his 
diary... the diary which had always lent him its shoulder in his blues like a steadfast friend... the diary 
which he would always keep locked in the drawer of his table... the diary, on the very first page of which 


was his very first entry: 


‘fraid am | of race to top; 
Failed | would rather be, 
and be a dégagé bystander, 
to treasure the beauty thereof. 


A couple of spaces below it was his another entry: 


The ant... the foolish ant, 
sitting on the edge of an enormous disc 
spinning about its axis, 
reckons at every instant of time, 
that it’s progressing forward. 
Who would hold a mirror up to it? 
And convey it the truth, 
Clearing out its fallacy, 

Clean as a hound’s tooth. 

The fallacy that it can see 
the whole dimension in entirety. 
Shall it ever concede, 

If one tries to enlighten? 

Or, inured by canard shall it fight 
To win against what is right? 


Below it was yet another entry: 


Fluidity! 
Strength it is in itself. 
A solid breaks, 
or reduces to flakes. 
A fluid writhes in pain, 
transforms time and again 
For the harmony to remain 


Strength it demands. 
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The night previous to the day of wedding his happiness was oozing out of every pore of his body. After 
living a dull course of existence for long, his long-curbed desire to get love was ultimately going to be 
fulfilled. His excitement had kicked the sleep out of his eyes: the whole night with open eyes he kept on 


dreaming about his prospective happy married life. 


When the exhilaration grew too much to keep inside the heart, he got off his bed, opened the drawer, 


took out his diary, and made a new entry therein. 


There was a time when | was low; 
Was mad at God that He doesn’t know 
What I do like and what | wish for, 
And what are the things that | do abhor. 


| e’er prayed to Him for a love so true, 
But his veiled plans | could never construe; 
Now | realize He already knew; 
So sent me a princess, who has come through. 


Oh, my darling angel, God blessed me with you; 
Words can’t express, so much | love you. 
Look in to my heart, you will find you; 

And all | do see is you and only you. 


The morning faded in, and sent shimmering rays through the partings of the window-curtains, but sleep 
was still absent in his eyes. Not was any trace of tiredness visible upon his face. In excitement the whole 
daytime passed, and in exhilaration the complete wedding ceremony. He was so inebriated with ecstasy 
that throughout the wedding rituals he couldn’t notice his bride’s sullen face, which he would otherwise 


definitely have, given his sponge-like-psyche having the ability to absorb all the emotions around. 


After the pheras he retired to the bridal chamber along with Padma, his wife, to wait in there till 
morning when vidaai would take place after kohwar-nirikshan. Even as he fastened the door of the 
bridal chamber, his wife without saying a word rushed to the bathroom and shut the door behind her. 


He walked to the bed, lied down, and waited for his wife to come out of the bathroom. He closed his 
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eyes and his imagination took an indulging flight, fearless of the fact that the higher it would fly the 


greater pain it would have to undergo, in case it crashed. 


Sitting on the bank of Moti Jheel, Shyam looked at the reflection of the clear blue sky in the tranquil 
water of the lake: it looked beautifully bluer that day. He looked ahead and saw the shrubs on the other 
bank of the lake: it looked gratifyingly greener. The sun shining in the sky felt viably warmer, and the 
breeze which caressed his fat cheeks and whistled melody in his ears, felt genuinely gentler. He looked 
to his left: a white handsome horse chained to the ground was standing still. He walked to the horse and 
patted on its neck. He held both the reins in his left hand and hopped onto the horse. No sooner had he 
mounted the horse that it reared and broke its chains, and started galloping along with a thundering 
speed. The faster the horse ran, the paler Shyam’s face turned out of fear. But a few moments later 
when he realized that the horse was in his complete control, his fear disappeared and he jerked his 
hands, clutching the reins, to speed up. On the spur of the moment, the horse opened its wings and 
started flying. Such a joy he had never felt, so he jerked at the reins and flew higher and higher. Such a 


freedom he had never experienced: the freedom from all the societal strings. 


“Beware! It’s a fragile refuge... You'll suffer.” he heard someone calling out from below. He looked 
down: it was his father yelling in fury. His father’s yell grew louder and instilled panic in him. The wings 
of freedom suddenly disappeared and gravity pulled him down to the earth. He was back to where he 
had taken his flight of freedom from. But his father had disappeared and was nowhere to be seen. He 
looked sidewise: his diary, with his pen thereupon, was kept on the lakeside staircase. He walked to the 


stairs and sat down. He opened his diary and started scribbling: 
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| want to fly, in the sky; 
But you don’t let me go high, and make me cry. 
O Gravity! You are a heartless bitch; 
You make my soul twitch. 
| wanna soar aloft, but you scoff; 
and then complot, to pull me off. 
O Gravity! You are a heartless bitch; 
No less than a witch. 
No sooner had he completed his entry than he heard a scream: a woman was drowning in the lake a few 
meters left to where he was sitting. He ran to there and saw that it was his wife. He bent down to 
extend his hand to his drowning wife, but stopped short as he saw his image in the lake: he was looking 
way too uglier than before. And he was not wearing his trousers: he was naked! He promptly put his 
hands in front of his crotch, and abruptly turned around to look for his trousers, but he slipped and lost 
his footing, and before long he was deep sunken in the lake. He was going down and down as if the lake 
was bottomless. But he could hear his wife’s screams: “I won’t go there. | won’t go with him. He is so 
ugly.” And then the sound of slap! “Who dared to hurt my wife? | will kill him!” he said to himself and 


exerted himself with all his might to go up. And so he woke up from his sleep: to the commotions going 


on outside the bridal chamber in the hall. 


He got off his bed and walked to the window. He parted the curtains and through the parting saw that 
his wife, his beautiful wife, was arguing with her father, while his father was sitting on a chair a few 
meters away, his face red with rage. His father-in-law was whining: “How will we survive in the society 
now? True they say that that a bad daughter is the cruelest curse, a man can be inflicted upon. | should 


have strangled you to death when you were born.” 


It didn’t take long for Shyam to comprehend the situation completely. So he pulled the curtains together 
and came out of the bridal chamber into the hall. The commotion stopped as he entered the hall and 


gave way to a pin-drop silence. He straight-facedly looked one by one at each face present in the hall — 
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all in whole displaying a wide range of emotions. He ruminated for a moment and then spoke finally: 
“She ought not to be forced into agreeing to marry me... Forced marriages rarely work... So | refuse to 


accept her as my wife.” 


Shyam was lying on his bed with closed eyes and contorted face, the pain of rejection searing at his 


heart. Even the latest entry in his diary hadn’t been able to soothe his pain: 


Amongst the colors overt, 

In the garden of flowers diverse, 
That they’ll feast their eyes upon 
That their aesthetic nerves will leap upon, 
Will you remain unheeded and unnoticed, 
As ever and forever... 


For not that you’re a flower any less, 
For not that your beauty regress, 
For not that your comportment hurt, 
For not that drivel you spurt... 


But as inward your beauty blooms, 
But as outward their eyes roam, 
But as you dwell by the wayside, 
But as blinders are at their eyes’ beside... 


So all you’ll have is a nest small, 
Among the bricks, upon the wall, 
Wherein you can bask in solitude, 

Beside their loud footfall... 


Until upon you one day 
Will fall a pair of eyes deep, 
Singling the rhapsody of melancholia, 
Into your heart will creep... 


Sharing with you the delectation, 
And the perks of being a wallflower... 
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Fighting with the agonies inside, he pulled up his blanket and turned to the darker side of the room, 
when he heard his father burst out like a tornado in the next room. It was full force from the very start 
like a bomb with no fuse, just an immediate explosion. His mother tried to calm him down by her 
soothing words, but he, like a lion with hurt ego, wasn’t ready to draw in: “That girl! And her audacity to 
reject our son! She’ll rot in hell and devils will rape her... Thousands of offers, and much better, came 
for our son, but | rejected... just because | found her father quite docile, and the family quite cultured... 
But | was wrong... | was so... so wrong... | showed my kindness and did them a favor, but they stabbed in 
my back... lIl make sure that they suffer and suffer quite a lot...” There was a pause for a moment, and 
then his father continued: “I'll find a much better girl for my son... and that too very soon... And that 


Padma will remain unmarried throughout her life.” 


His father’s furious howl and bigheaded presumptions sounded to him nettling rather than reassuring. 
He didn’t want to hear anything about the morning. And about next marriage: he would rather kill 
himself than expose himself again to the pain that was still hurting him like a piercing shard in his gut, 
not ready to come out at any cost. Though he was mature enough to understand the stages of the pain, 
and to believe in the time as a great healer, going again through the same pain — it was out of the 
question. “And why —” he whispered to himself — “why is it obligatory in our society to marry? Why can’t 
one remain unmarried and happy? These social constraints and bonds — what is it that underpins them? 
Emotional strings, | guess... and a cluster of shared assumptions tacitly agreed upon... They were 
plausibly established by our forefathers to integrate and regulate the society, but over the centuries 
these norms and values have gained complexity, which, ever since | gained consciousness, has been 
suffocating my soul... My soul has been enduring for long now... It so wants to break the chains and fly 
high in the sky just like in my dreams, inexorably, oblivious to agonies of this world, with sense of 
belonging to nothing... But why do my fears always take over eventually? Is it above really a fragile 


refuge? Will | keep on dangling to and fro always like this, craving for the equilibrium? Will the vicious 
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war, the war within, end ever? Or will it go on forever, ceaselessly, wearing different colors on different 


occasions?” 


He delved deeper to find the equilibrium, to kill the dichotomy, to end the war, to reach the ultimate 
bottom, where he believed that he could find the truth as one integer... where the entire plurality 
merged into a singularity... where nothingness resided encompassing everything. But the deeper he 
dived, the more brutal the war became. Still he delved deeper and deeper with conviction... But before 


he could reach the ultimate bottom, the sleep took over him and once again ushered him into a dream. 


He was standing in a dark and dense forest, alone. He tried to recollect how he got himself in that forest, 
but couldn’t. Affrighted he looked around to seek help, but no one was there. Many paths started from 
where he was standing and wound through the forest. He tried to figure out which path would take him 
out of the forest, but in vain. Then only, a man with strange aura about himself appeared before him 
from nowhere and nodded towards a path, saying it was the right one. Like a shot Shyam bolted on that 
path. He kept on running for long, at his optimal pace, stretching sometimes overstretching himself. To 
his surprise, no tiredness or any kind of pain took over him. So he kept on running without stopping for 
rest, until he ended up at the foot of an uncrossably high mountain. He felt cheated and like an idiot of 


thirty third degree. 


Dejected he turned around and saw the strange man at a few paces. He walked to the man and 


lambasted him for lying. The strange man with a queer smile upon his face replied: 


“Neither this one nor that one, 
truth is the entire spectrum; 
the wholeness how can you see, 
unless your I-ness ceases to be.” 


And he disappeared again. Shyam couldn’t comprehend what the strange man wanted to say exactly, 
but he didn’t even try, as the immediate problem was to get out of the forest. But he was clueless about 
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what to do next. A bead of sweat trickled down his temple, as the thought of death in that savage forest 
renewed fear in him. His eyes throbbed inside their sockets, and his heart thumped against his chest, as 
he heard an ear-piercing scream approaching towards him. He started running back the way he came, 
but hardly had he run a couple of paces when something hard hit on the back of his head. And he woke 


up from his dream in fear. 


A ghastly feeling of being chased by someone invisible prevailed for a few moments, even after he sat 
up. And then only he could realize that he was just dreaming. He looked through his window: it was still 
dark outside, but some cock’s crow from a distance indicated that the darkness was soon to fade out, 


giving way to a fresh new morning. 


As he closed his eyes again, the complete nightmare ran in his mind in fast forward, but this time the 


nightmare, instead of frightening him, instilled in him a strange feeling, like the one of liberation. 


“Neither this one... nor that one... truth is the entire spectrum,” he repeated to himself, and decided to 
start afresh. He resolved that from then on he would live his life on his own terms, and wouldn’t let his 


father dictate his life, as his father’s was not the only way to live life, and he was no more a child... 


He got off his bed, and started walking up and down his room. He needed a few more hours of darkness 
outside: not to sleep, but to etch out every word in his mind beforehand so that when he confronted his 
father, words would flow effortlessly and convey his rebellion effectively. He wanted time to muster up 
courage to hit at his father’s fallacy that he was some kind of hero, whom everyone should follow... “No 
he is no hero...” he uttered to himself. “A hero is not the one who feels triumphant on winning over the 
weak ones, or over the ones who are ready to yield just to maintain peace and harmony. On the 
contrary, the real hero is the one who can sacrifice one’s own happiness for the sake of others, and 


that’s mommy, not him. He wins only because mommy and | let him win... No... he is no hero.” 
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The darkness ultimately melted away with the mighty sunrise. He was to break free that day, he boosted 
himself. “Even the immense burden of destiny isn’t going to put down my determination... No... not this 
time,” he said to himself resolutely. His script was lying neatly written inside his heart, which he couldn’t 
afford to mess up while reciting, so he rehearsed the words once again, and then opened the door of his 
room with a bang, and entered the living room, where his father was sitting on the sofa reading his 
newspaper under the golden sunlight, which made its way in through the open window at his father’s 


back and fell directly upon the newspaper. 


As he entered the living room, his father looked at him questioningly, from above his spectacles, and in 
his hoarse voice asked: “You want something?” which was enough to shake his temerity. He coughed to 
clear his throat, but words that he had rehearsed so many times weren’t ready to come out. His father 
stared into his eyes for a moment and then said: “It’s high time you came out of under your mother’s 
aanchal... | can understand whatever happened to you yesterday was painful, but I’ve seen much 
greater tragedies in my life, but never cried like a girl or turned my back on them... | faced them like a 
man, and pinned them down with my courage... Real men don’t cry... They get going trampling every 


thorn on their path...” 


Shyam’s father put down the newspaper onto the center table, and signaled him to sit onto the sofa 


beside him. Shyam complied. 


7 


“That’s the mistake those foolish men commit...” whispered his father, yet assertively. “... to give 
unrestraint freedom to women... If | had known that the man was docile even before his wife and his 
daughter, | would’ve rejected the proposal right then... Ever since eternity our forefathers have been 
teaching us: shoodra ganwaar dhol pashu naari, sakal taadna ke aadhikari, but there are dim-witted 


men like that girl’s father who don’t act upon it and incur shame upon their families...” His father paused 


for a moment and then continued again: “You are my son... be like one... Inject confidence in yourself... 
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you’ll get much better girl than her... Arre that uncultured girl must be having affair with some man... No 


cultured girl can reject Shambhu Pratap’s son.” 


Though Shyam discarded his father’s assumption then, a few days later he would get to know that his 


father was right: Padma was in love with a guy of lower caste, who lived in her neighborhood. 


Initially Shyam hated Padma for that, but his hatred turned into pity soon enough when he got to know 
that when her father, with no option left in his hand after the debacle of his daughter’s wedding, yielded 
to his daughter’s wish and went to the guy’s family with the marriage proposal, they rejected the 
proposal right away on the ground that they didn’t want to be associated with a family fallen into 


disrepute. And the guy didn’t oppose his family... Not even once. 


After returning from Savita’s daughter’s chhatthi Pooja, Shyam, in keeping with his fluidity, once again 
started changing his priorities and categorizing his desires into what suits his wife and what he should 
forgo at once. It was rather surrender than compromise, as compromises are based upon give and take, 


while this was only giving on his part without any substantial expectation. 


A war within broke out again: a war against his own emotions, a war against his own feelings, against his 
own intuition, against his own heart, and against reality. Foolish he hoped that he could win the battle, 
but the more he exerted himself in the war, the farther he found himself of victory; the more fluidity he 
gained to enter his wife’s heart, the less porous her heart became. About half a year passed, but he 


couldn’t succeed in winning his wife’s heart. 


His wife had busied herself with the household chores, and had established a good rapport with her in- 


laws with her behavior. Like a daughter she comported with them, but her own husband was still a 
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stranger to her. She liked to spend most of her time with her in-laws, and whenever, mostly at night 


only, she came to her husband, she behaved with great moderation. 


Tired and exhausted of losing again and again, he decided to withdraw from the battle field, thinking 
that the love that he had been running after throughout his life wasn’t made for him. So he resolved to 


stamp out his hunger for love for ever, which he pretty much doubted if he was capable of doing. 


He busied himself with his office work. He did over-time and returned home late from his office, so as to 
stay away from his wife as much as possible. Whenever he came face-to-face with his wife, he would act 
like a distant relative to her, just the way she behaved. A wall of silence rose between them: they would 


talk only when it was unavoidable... 


He took a major project in his office and devoted himself completely to that. Though Sarvesh was 
another member of his team of two, it was Shyam who carried the project solely upon his shoulder, 


which couldn’t elude their boss’ notice. 


The project was not even half complete when one day he heard rumble of thunder from his boss’ cabin. 
It was Sarvesh yelling at the top of his lungs. His booming voice seemed to shake the walls of the office, 
which was quickly followed by their boss’ shrill scream. While Sarvesh in his outcry was accusing his boss 
of settling personal grudges against him, the boss was threatening him of destroying his future. A couple 
of minutes later both of them came out of the cabin: the boss’ whole lean body was trembling out of 


fury, while Sarvesh was hurling abuses at him. 


Though it wasn’t the first time Sarvesh had got into an altercation with his boss, that day Sarvesh 
crossed all his limits by abusing and even threatening to kill him. It was only after the boss retreated to 


his cabin, fuming and gasping, and shut the door behind him that Sarvesh could calm down a bit, but his 
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face was still contorted, chest was still puffed, and body still tightened. He stood there still for a moment 


and then strode out of the office building with angry steps. Shyam followed him. 


At the back of the office building, underneath a dense mango tree was Sarvesh’s favorite de-stressing 
spot. Just like his father found solace beneath his favorite mango tree, Sarvesh found respite under the 
mango tree behind his office, though in a self-harming way quite unlike his father. While his father took 
refuge in his books, which nurtured his mental health, Sarvesh hinged upon his pack of cigarettes to 
smoke his stress away, damaging his physical health. He had been so attached to the mango tree that 
even when he felt stressed up in his home, he would walk all the way to his office building to de-stress 


himself, to smoke his stress away. 


Despite Shyam’s repetitive advice to Sarvesh against this life threatening habit — a slow ticking time 
bomb for a chronic asthmatic like him — he found it impossible to quit. A couple of times he mustered up 
the determination and didn’t smoke for a month, but every time the inevitable stress that everyone has 


to face in life eventually took over him and he relapsed into smoking. 


Though unsuccessful in quitting the wicked habit, he had been quite successful in hiding this weakness 
from his family. He would always keep a perfume, a soap, and a toothpaste in his bag, and before going 
back home, would never forget to wash his hands and face, to brush his teeth, and to spray perfume all 
over his body. Whenever once in a blue moon, his mother would catch cigarette smell from his body, he 


would shamelessly pass the buck to an imaginary chain-smoker friend. 


It was only Shyam in his extended family who knew about his deadly addiction, and would, out of gentle 
concern, every now and then, threaten him to tell his parents if he didn’t quit. But neither did Sarvesh 


ever quit smoking, nor could Shyam ever muster up the courage to tell on Sarvesh. 
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That day, after the fight with his boss, when Sarvesh strode out of the office building, Shyam knew that 
he was going to seek the help of the vicious stick. Concerned he followed Sarvesh to his de-stressing 
spot to lend him a friendly shoulder. Even as Sarvesh took out a cigarette out of the pack and fixed that 
between his lips, Shyam lightly laid his left hand upon Sarvesh’s shoulder, and with the right one pulled 


the cigarette out from between his lips. 


“What’s wrong Sarvesh?” he asked in his usual soft and polite voice. “Of late | have been seeing you 
quite stressed up all the time. Is there something troubling you? I’m sure it’s not just office... There’s 


something more.” 


As Shyam’s caring words engulfed Sarvesh’s heart, the tight-bolted door thereto sprang open with a 
bang and all the grief lurking inside flowed out seamlessly: “I am a failure in life... on every front... I am a 


|.” 


living example in this world that no matter what, some people are born to fai 


“Come on man!” interjected Shyam with empathetic tone in his voice. “You can’t be so harsh upon 


yourself... just because the boss thinks so... You know he was settling his personal grudges against you.” 


“That’s not completely true... And you know that too... | know that the boss is annoyed more because of 
my behavior, because of my short temper, and he at times tries to settle scores with me for my bad 
behavior towards him in the past, but at the same time it’s also true that | am really struggling with my 
job... It really takes time, a lot of time, and a lot of repetition for me to be able to manage something... | 
try hard... very hard... but | think that | am the dumbest and the clumsiest person on this earth... Quite 
often | feel that if papa had no contacts here, | wouldn’t even have got this job... | am a failure, and 
there is no doubt about it... Not only here, but everywhere... | was a failure in my first marriage... And 


even my second marriage, | have a hunch, would fail sooner or later.” 


“Why? What happened?” asked Shyam inquisitively. 
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“Promise me you won't talk to Nisha about this...” Sarvesh after a moment of hesitation tried to take 


Shyam into confidence. 


Shyam thought for a moment and then nodded to give him assurance. 


“| don’t know if | should be saying this or not, but the main problem is my mother. She ruined my first 
marriage, and now she is after my current wife as well. She has always been suffocatingly unpredictable 
and unmanageable. She is never satisfied and keeps on finding faults with my wife. In my first marriage | 
committed mistakes... of trying to play judge and place the blame — which invariably fell upon my wife — 
and thus I ruined my first marriage. Now that | don’t get into the thick of the things, my mother is always 
angry with me. She always sings the rhapsody of ‘a good mother’s bliss’ and makes me feel how bad a 
son | am... | know she has sacrificed a lot for the family, but what should | do? Should | ruin my second 
marriage as well? And if my wife were really at fault, | would definitely do something about it... But maa 
is just settling her personal grudges... She and Nisha both... both are after her... after the day her sister 


caught Nisha and...” 


Sarvesh stopped short when he realized he had just spoken more than what he should have. Though he 
hadn’t taken any name with Nisha, it was more than enough for a man who had the ability to detect 


unseen currents. 


“Nisha and?” asked Shyam probingly. 


“No... No... Nothing,” stammered Sarvesh. “It’s just that... | wanted to say that... umm... she saw Nisha 


and maa fighting over a petty issue.” 


Shyam didn’t buy Sarvesh’s lie, but he didn’t bother him any further for the truth as well. Changing the 
topic himself, he patted upon Sarvesh’s shoulder and reassured him that everything would be alright. 


“And about the boss —” he added — “I myself will talk to him... | am sure he won’t damage your career.” 
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But the very next day when Sarvesh came to the office, his transfer order was lying on his table: he had 


been transferred to a remote village. 


Shyam felt too sorry for Sarvesh and advised him to write an apology letter to the boss. 


But Sarvesh denied. “That son of a bitch,” he said burning in rage, “doesn’t deserve an apology... | know 


what to do with him... He isn’t aware of my political linkage!” 


By ‘political linkage’ he was referring to Kanhaiya, not having the slightest of clue that the step he was 
going to take might turn out to be complete disaster for his family. He didn’t know that he was going to 
seek help from a revengeful stinger scorpion who had been lurking behind his mask for an opportunity 


to sting the family, ever since the day he felt insulted by them. 


Shyam, sitting on the sofa of the living room, turned swiftly the pages of a monthly subscribed 
magazine, placed on the center table, to get to the section containing short stories and poems, while his 
father irritated by the noise of the page-flip pressed the volume button of the remote control to 
increase the volume of the TV, whereon on a local channel the result of municipal election was being 


aired. 


“This country is going to hell,” his father blasted suddenly. Someone from backward caste had won the 
election from their ward. “That’s the worst thing,” continued his father, “about democracy... Even a 
beggar can be allowed to sit upon your head... Aristocracy was much better... The power was in the 


hands of competent people who established system and pursued virtue... Now see the condition of the 
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state... What can you expect from the beggars: other than to derive wealth at the expense of the 
citizenry? A leader should be educated and affluent so that he could take sound decisions, and devote 


his time to the country, without having to worry for his household needs.” 


Shyam listened uninterestedly, waiting for his father’s angst-ridden utterance to cease altogether so 
that he could start with the short story wherefore he had already opened the magazine at the desired 
page. Political discussions always bored him, as he found nothing substantive in that. He found it risible: 
people taking sides and justifying their stances using their flawed logic, fraught with self-interest and 
lacking bipolar view. He was completely apathetic to any kind of political affiliation. So he listened dully 


until his father’s anger was vented out completely. 


He had just read a paragraph when his attention was drawn to the TV as the anchor spoke: “Now we 
have with us the youngest corporator ever in the history of Independent India.” It was a young 
handsome man, tall and muscular, sitting beside the anchor. “I’ve seen this man,” Shyam told himself 
and tried to recollect where he had seen him, just when his father started again: “Now see this man! 
This is how a leader should look like! Not like the beggar who has won from our ward! No wonder the 


area is developing!” 


“Which ward he has won from?” asked Shyam promptly. 


“Chandmari... The area where bahu’s maaika is...” 


The “bahu’s maaika” was enough of a hint for Shyam to recollect where he had seen the man. It was his 
own marriage where he had seen him. The man was the one who had escorted him from his wedding 
car to the mandap for dwaar-pooja. “It’s good!” he thought to himself. “He can get Sarvesh transferred 


back to the town.” 
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He turned his head to ask his wife, who he thought was working in the kitchen, how this youngest 
corporator of India was related to her. But his wife was already at the window joining the living room 
and the kitchen, seemingly lost in the interview on the TV: her elbows resting on the windowsill, her 


chin cupped in both her palms, her eyes glued to the TV, giving a nostalgic vibe. 


The absorber of the emotions silently observed the expressions upon his wife’s face with mixed 
emotions agitating inside his own heart, while his wife was completely and totally engrossed in the 
handsome man’s interview. Beside her pursed lips her smile was quite conspicuous. The way she looked 
at him: it was definitely a deep connection. He coughed softly to divert her attention, but she was totally 
in another world. And she remained there... until the youngest corporator, on being asked, gave the 
credit of his victory to the public of the ward... and to his wife, who he said had come in his life as a 


blessing, and whom he loved very much... 


Bitter and blue — as her eyes reflected — Nisha turned around and got back to her work in the kitchen. 


Shyam turned back to the TV with his newly awoken interest in politics. Jealous, with an obscure feeling 
(like the one of inadequacy as a partner) clouting inside, he tried to focus on each word that the 
handsome man on TV spoke — plausibly to find flaws in order to restore his own just-lost self-esteem, to 
elevate himself above the man in his own mind. The handsome corporator praised democracy as 
opposed to his father: “Democracy is good... the best... It gives the weak but correct candidate a 


chance... A chance to... to... do work... to let him serve public...” 


Shyam smiled derisively at his rival-in-love’s unpolished language and at his narrow intellect. “We 
readily believe,” he said to himself, “what we want to believe, and then we use our reasoning ability to 


” 


justify the conclusion that we’ve already drawn based on our emotions.” And then in pursuance of an 
elevated feeling he added: “Neither this one... nor that one... truth is the entire spectrum... The 


wholeness how can you see... Unless your I-ness ceases to be...” 
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Lost remained Shyam inside himself throughout his supper, fighting with the inferiority complex, which 
kept on whacking his shaky confidence based on his self-validating reduction of the handsome 
corporator. “Intellectual beauty is superior to physical beauty... It takes a sensible person to realize it,” 
he kept on convincing himself, not realizing that what he was trying to prove to himself was in complete 


paradox with his truth-is-the-entire-spectrum statement. 


Skipping the half-an-hour-post-supper-brisk walking — which he had started after his marriage in order 
to lose weight and had followed religiously since then — he retreated to his bedroom. His wife was sitting 
on the windowsill staring out at the stars, her soul seemingly sitting beneath the silent shadows of the 
past. The absorber of the emotions could feel the melancholy flowing from his wife’s heart to his own. 
“The sad beauty,” he whispered to his heart, and wondered if an ugly person like himself could ever get 
the kind of love that was manifesting itself upon his wife’s face. “Fortunate must be he, who could 
capture a woman’s heart completely... Is he the young corporator? Is he the one, who Sarvesh was 
talking about that day? Was she madly in love with him? If she was, will she ever be able to forget him 
and be mine with all her heart and mind? Or is it, as they say, that a woman can never forget her first 


love?” 


With heavy heart he walked to his wife and whispered in her ears: “zono no aware.” 


Caught completely unawares, she hastily wiped the tear drops hanging upon her eyelashes, and started 


getting down the windowsill. 


“No... no... sit,” he gestured her to take it easy. 
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“Did you say something,” asked she regaining her previous posture. 


“Ya!” he said effortfully. “I said... 72020 no aware.” 


She looked at him inquisitively. 


“| don’t know if | can translate the aesthetics of the feeling accurately and completely, but let me try... 
It’s the ahh-ness, the pathos of things... the sensitivity towards ephemera... a melancholic appreciation 


of the transiency of existence.” 


A smile cropped up on her face: “The translation is more difficult to understand than the original word.” 


He paused for a moment, closed his eyes, and gave it another try: “It’s the awareness, rather the 
understanding... the inner realization that the things that exist in this world and that matter, love for 
instance, are impermanent, which demonstrate beauty and evokes inside heart a gentle blues at its 
passing... For example take a girl... separated from her beloved by destiny... A few years down the line 
after separation, she thinks that she has moved on, but the truth is that she’s still there... It’s just that 


she’s learnt to live with her past... One day out of the blue, she sees her beloved somewhere... and she 


feels something strange inside her heart... That feeling is 77070 no aware... She knows that they can’t 


be together again... She knows that the things have changed irreversibly... And perhaps with this very 
awareness comes this bittersweet feeling that etches a panoramic beauty inside her heart... It’s not a 
feeling of depression or dejection... It’s a feeling of joyous melancholy... It liberates... liberates from the 


mesh of desires... and then acceptance of impermanence is elevated into an aesthetic sensibility.” 


The portrayal overwhelmingly came in waves and strangled her veins. She was completely clueless as to 
how she should react... She sat frozen and numb... Her heart charged her eyes with tears, but she didn’t 


even try to hide it... 
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“And then,” continued he, “there is a man, who has been running after something that he can perhaps 
never get... He wants to liberate himself from the maze, but life always pulls him back, digs his skull out 


with its snout, and says: ‘you can’t escape.”” 


He paused again and then said after a moment, “But you know it’s enough...” And then he turned 


around and walked to the bed. 


Lying on the bed, with his back to his wife’s sleeping spot, he kept on cursing his life for long, while his 
wife was still at the window sill, frozen and numb. “How does,” he mused, “this life work? It seems 
unruly sometimes; sometimes it appears discernibly law-bound. Maybe we haven't discovered all the 
laws, or maybe we’re incapable to see a huge bunch of exceptions of every law. The greatest agony, 
however, is that the more I try to unravel, the more entangled | feel... Does everyone dive so deep down 
their hearts, or do they just enjoy flowing with the wave keeping their eyes shut... | don’t know why | 
dived into the ocean... It was long ago... | don’t even remember when... And now it seems | can’t go back 
to the surface... No | can’t... All | can do is cut into deeper and deeper... But the deeper | go, the more 
distant the bottom appears... Is there really any depth where truth can be seen as one integer? Or are 


we doomed to live in a bottomless world?” 


The war within had become fiercer, fighting with which was getting harder and harder... The scars on his 
soul were getting deeper and deeper... but God isn’t that cruel... When pain becomes unbearable and 
the heart tires fighting, He injects sleep as a drug into the veins and ushers His children into the dreamy 
castle where the fangs of reality can’t reach and sting... The castle, the walls whereof stops all the 


constantly-knocking-vexing-commotions from entering and hurting its dwellers. 


But the woe is that the walls aren’t impregnable. 
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It wasn’t even an hour when he roused from his shallow slumber, as he felt something warm crawling 
inside his Kurta, around his chest. His hand flexed in shock and took hold of the warm creature crawling 
around his chest. It was a hand-shaped creature... It was a hand... His eyes followed the limb that curled 
around to his back... It was his wife... Her dusky skin was glistening in the moonlight which made its way 
in through the window... Her eyes shone like two rare gems as they looked deep in to his eyes... He 
turned around and looked back deep into her eyes... His skeptical eyes enquired, and her ceding eyes 
consented... Then his trembling fat fingers ran over her flushed cheek and made their way to the back of 
her neck and ran down her spin and clasped her hips. It probably sparked a current down her spine, as 
she moaned and groaned in ecstasy, and dug her nails at his back, and pressed her body against his... He 
came on the top of her, and started kissing on her face. His kisses shifted to her neck, as his hands 
slipped on her breasts... In no time they were in nature’s garb... His lips were showering kisses upon her 


entire body and whispering: “I love you” intermittently. 


Suddenly it occurred to him that his wife wasn’t reciprocating the three magical words ‘I love you’. He 
halted his kisses and tried to look into her eyes which were shut in pleasure. She opened her eyes with 


quizzical expressions inside. He looked deep into her eyes and whispered “I love you”. 


She shook her head in acknowledgment. 


“| love you,” he whispered again. 


“| love you too,” she reciprocated this time. But he wasn’t satiated: the intensity was missing: it sounded 
somewhat forced. She clasped his shoulders and pulled him towards herself. A part of him wanted to 
prorogue it to the time when her ‘I love you’ would sound genuine. But she kept pushing for it until 


another part of him won over and yielded to his wife’s desire. 


117 | Page 


After they were through with their concurrent climaxes, they lay locked in each other’s embrace for 
some time, warm and snuggled, eyes shut in repose, lips sealed in silence. Her head lay upon his chest in 
complete surrender. His eyes opened and hovered over her face: there was gratification upon it, as if 


someone had lifted a heavy burden off her heart and rendered her relaxed... 


Even as a part of him tried to convince him that the wall between them had collapsed completely, 
something, out of the blue, flashed beneath the surface of her calm composure. He hurried to 
investigate the sudden shift, but it was too late. He had delayed to capture the flash before it 


disappeared. He kept on staring upon her face for the flash to reappear, but that didn’t. 


Moments later she twisted her body to untangle herself from his embrace, and turned around. Soon she 


was in the arms of sleep. 


Pained over the realization that the wall was still there, was only half broken, he angered on himself for 
his inability to give up on his hopes: “It’s suffocating... holding it for everyone, while no one cares... Why 
can’t anybody on this earth dive with me to the depth of my gratification? They all are shallow... Why 
should | care about others then? Why shouldn’t all-l-should-care-about be my own happiness? 


Everybody does it...” 


But it takes some people a life time to learn to love themselves more than they love others... A twisted 
conscience keeps on knocking at their hearts, every now and then, keeping them wakeful from the 


slumber of selfishness. 


“No, | can’t...” he whispered to himself just moments after he had decided that his own happiness would 


be his topmost priority. “It’ll be wrong... She’s my responsibility... It’s my duty to take care of her...” He 


paused for a moment and then again: “But what about my desires?” 


“O conscience!” he said to himself. “Why dost thou not release me from thy captivity?” 
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A voice came from his inside, as if his twisted conscience itself was speaking to him: “Oh sir! An epitome 


n 


of hypocrisy thou art. 


His eyes snapped open as a pleasant aroma streaked through his nostrils. His wife was standing beside 


the bed, wearing a gratifying smile on her face, with the tray of his morning tea in his hands. 


He wondered exactly when the sleep had once again pulled him out of the web of vexation to give him a 
soothing shelter. “It’s bliss —” he said to himself — “the state of being unconscious to the ugly face of this 


world... It’s lovely... Death must be better... Like floating on the tranquil surface of an ocean...” 


And he succumbed to sleep yet again, only to be woken up by his wife’s voice just the next moment: 
“Wake up now! Everybody is up.” He sat up rubbing his eyes. He placed his pillow against the bedhead 


and leaned against it. 


Nisha stretched out the tray to him. He lifted a cup off it, and signaled her to sit beside him. She placed 
the tray on the table beside the bed, took off her cup, and sat down beside him. He took a sip off his cup 


and then said effortfully: “This shouldn’t happen again.” 


“What!” she enquired meekly. 


“What happened yesterday... unless you are in it completely... | ain’t like others... I’m a sensitive man... 
perhaps overly sensitive... It hurts me if | find someone else in your mind when you are physically 
intimate with me... If there has to be intimacy, it must be absolute... Or else it’s like emotional infidelity 


for me.” 


“But I...!” she exclaimed.” 
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“| know... You don’t have to lie... | can feel... God has given me this ability... You are free to do whatever 
you want to... | am ok with it... But please next time... only when you are completely over your past.” 


And he downed the entire tea in one gulp. 


Nisha sat there as a statue with her cup of tea still in her hands, while Shyam stood up and scurried to 


the bathroom. 


If only all the marriages followed simple predictable trajectories! But it’s not quite so. The journey is 
often unpredictably complex... And it’s even more convoluted and confusing when the partners are 
neither wholly in nor completely out of the relationship. They think that they can hinge their emotions 
about their plans and govern their relationship using their strategies, but hardly do they realize that the 
more they try to control their relationship, the more their relationship controls them. The barrier that 
they create between themselves is never so high as could stop the tide of suppressed emotions which 
rises every now and then, making the relationship even more complex. The urge to feel loved then 
become irresistible and getting submerged in the tide totally and completely becomes inevitable. But 


the problem rears its head again when the tide recedes before breaking the barrier irreversibly forever. 


The absorber of the emotions, who wanted to feel the purest form of it, was still unquenched and 
quetching, even after four years of their on-an-off intimacy. And the giver, who had tried her level best 
in these four years, ever since the night, to bring their relationship on track, had presently been tired of 


seeing all her efforts having turned futile, and had already started giving up on the relationship. 


Swinging back and forth on their ways to make the marriage work, they kept on bearing the burden of 


the convoluted but empty relationship... And why? Not because they were hoping for a miracle to 
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happen... The marriage would have collapsed long ago if they were not part of a conservative society 
and if Nisha’s in-laws were not supporting to her... But whether you hope for it or not, miracles do 
happen... When you least expect it, something happens which turns your life around its head... 


Sometimes it’s a very weak tide which succeeds in breaking the barrier forever. 


It was Sarvesh’s son’s Chhathi Pooja when it happened, when the barrier broke forever. 


Just like in Sarvesh’s daughter’s Chhathi Pooja, they reached Kamla Sadan in their shining black sedan a 
day before the date of Pooja. Like previously, Nisha’s parents were at the gate to receive them. But this 


time Sarvesh was also there. 


It had been quite some time since Shyam had last met Sarvesh. Sarvesh had changed a lot in his 
appearance. He had lost quite some weight: his droopy shoulders pronounced plainly how weak he was 
feeling from his inside. His skin looked pale, as if he was suffering from some grave disease. The crow’s 
feet had started appearing around his eyes, and the age spots on his face. The wrinkles around his lips 


were conspicuous now, and so were his dark yellow teeth while he smiled. 


Nisha, like the last time, went straight to Sarvesh’s bedroom along with her mother to see the newborn, 
while Shyam was seated in the living room. After talking about the general health and well-being of his 
samdhi-samdhan, Digambar Babu very soon got bored of the small talks, and excused himself to retreat 


to his garden. 


After Digambar Babu left the room, Shyam rose from his seat, walked to Sarvesh, and sat down beside 
him on the sofa. Sarvesh looked at him inquisitively, whereat Shyam whispered: “What’s the problem 


buddy?” 


“What are you talking about?” replied Sarvesh. 


“You know what | am talking about,” replied Shyam in his soft voice. 


121|Page 


“Nothing buddy! You are mistaken.” 


“You can’t hide, you know! Your appearance says it all.” 


“Oh that! Maa too has been pestering me for this of late... She asks me to leave the job and come back 
to the town... How would | tell her that | am living a heavenly life there...” Sarvesh said in his hushed 


tone. 


“You are in touch with that corporator, right?” asked concerned Shyam. 


“Yeah... But | don’t need him now... | don’t want to come back now... | am fine there...” 


“Are you sure?” 


“Yeah buddy... My life’s great there... | am in a great company of friends there... Like they say birds of 
same feather flocks together... We party... enjoy... and live our lives to the fullest... My transfer was a 


blessing in disguise...” 


“I can see,” said Shyam sarcastically. 


“And it’s good that | am away from this family, where quarreling is the only language that everyone 


understands. And | want to live in peace...” 


“Isn't it escapism?” interjected Shyam. 


“If thinking about one’s own happiness is escapism, so be it...” said Sarvesh a bit louder now. “Everyone 
is entitled to be happy,” continued Sarvesh after a pause. “Do you really think the women in my family 
can be taught the language of love? No... You can’t understand what | was going through when | was 


here... | was stressed up all the time... Nobody is ready to understand here... Fighting over petty issues — 
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it’s happened so much here in this family that they’ve come to see it as normal... It was suffocating 


here.” 


“Hmm... | can understand,” replied Shyam calmly. “But don’t you think it’s your responsibility to manage 


this? | mean to say that facing the reality is much better than escaping into a fantasy world...” 


“| don’t know,” uttered Sarvesh irritatingly, “but it had been too much for me to deal with... | don’t 


know... but | want to live in peace... And | don’t want to... | don’t know... Maybe later... | don’t know...” 


A silence followed for a moment, only to be stirred up violently the very next moment by a booming yell, 
which came right from Sarvesh’s bedroom. Both of the men dashed to the bedroom: a hurricane of 
harsh and horsed insults was agitating the air inside the room. With the ferocity and the rapidity of gun- 
fire both the ends were spewing venoms at each other, fighting over dominance: at one side was Savita, 


while at another was the mother-daughter-duo. 


Sarvesh, his face mottled crimson and his jaws clenched tight, glared at Shyam, while Shyam tried to 
avoid meeting his eyes. Sarvesh turned to the women indulged in the savage fight, and roared at the top 
of his lungs, which echoed between the walls like a clap of thunder, and rendered everyone in the room 


still. 


Sarvesh turned to his wife and asked in his raging voice: “What’s your problem?” 


“This is my baby,” said Savita in her cowed yet compelling voice. “I carried him inside me for nine 


months... So it should be my choice...” 


“About what?” hollered Sarvesh. 


“About my baby’s name...” 
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Sarvesh turned to the mother-daughter duo now: “What do you two want: to ruin my life completely?” 
His anger had started coming out through his eyes as tears. Looking deeply into his mother’s eyes he 
said: “How will you frustration go? Tell me... Will | have to give up my life to satiate your expectation? 


Tell me if that’s what you want...” 


“Why don’t you bark at your wife?” interjected Nisha. 


“Shut up!” yelled Sarvesh in full rage. “Or | will hit you hard.” 


“What else can you do, you jaanwar?” retorted Nisha. “Afraid of wife and venting anger at us!” 


Sarvesh started trembling with fury. But before he could do something nasty, came her mother’s 
quavering voice, as if from very far: “Don’t you ever talk to me!” Her eyes were submerged in the flood 
of tears. “Never ever... | am breaking all ties with you...” And she turned back and strode out of the 


room. Nisha followed. 


“That’s why | avoid stepping in,” regretted Sarvesh, nuzzling on the sofa. Shyam, who was sitting across 


him, was silent with his eyes pinned to his knees. 


“I know my anger,” continued Sarvesh. “It has always worsened the situation... It’s always better to 


leave them be... | shouldn’t have listened to you...” 


Shyam didn’t respond. 


“If, God forbid, she really stops talking to me! Such a harrowing situation it’s become!” 


“She won't,” interjected Shyam to calm him down. “A mother can never break ties with her children.” 
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“Then you don’t know my mother... You don’t know her anger...” Sarvesh paused for a moment and then 
continued: “You know | am never afraid of the rage that is fire, for it burns furiously but dies fast... The 
ashes it leaves behind — you can walk over it... But the frozen fury which keeps on burning under the 
frost... the ceaseless simmer which is hurtingly visible under the transparent mask of apathy — it 
torments you every moment... it destroys your peace of mind... it consumes every ounce of your 
happiness... it’s just unbearable... Maa and her anger — forgiving is not so easy for her... | know... | have 


seen this...” 


“Everything will be alright,” Shyam tried to comfort him in his shaky soft voice. 


“Hmm,” said Sarvesh and stood up and started walking about the room, while Shyam watched him 


quietly, flummoxed as to what to say next. 


A few moments later, while by the window, Sarvesh stopped and looked outside. A sad smile cropped 
up on his face: “Some people are so lucky... to have love, care, and support showered upon them from 


every corner... while some are doomed to fight their battle alone, with no one around for support...” 


“| don’t understand,” said Shyam in his blurred voice. 


“This boy Hariom,” Sarvesh pointed outside the window, “My father, who never had time to look after 
his own family, who all his life remained indulged in his own needs and wants — | don’t know how he 
manages to find out time for this boy... Even his books and his garden, which had always been his 


topmost priority, have now slithered secondary, after this boy came in his life.” 


“Well! | don’t know much about this matter, but you know... different people have different ways of 
showing their affection... | mean to say that you can remain aloof and distant, and still care about 


someone.” 


“Then why doesn’t he show his affection to that boy the same way?” 
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“Hmm... Point... But don’t you forget that it’s on his recommendation that you got the job... And it 


wasn’t easy — you know that... He took great pains for it.” 


“Yeah! He took pains but only because Maa had been pestering him for it for about a month. If not for 
Maa, he wouldn’t have even thought of it. He was never there for us...” Sarvesh walked to the sofa and 
sat down beside Shyam, and then continued his resentment: “There were times when | felt too 
dismayed facing my failures... My soul screamed for a fatherly hand upon my back to give me strength, 
but he was never there to listen to my cries... Whenever | failed, his indifference shrieked in my face that 
he had already reckoned me as worthless... as a born failure... He gave up on me so easily... Not only 
me, but this family... He is the root cause of all the problems in our family... Had he not evaded his family 
responsibilities and not shifted them onto Maa’s shoulders to bear them alone, she wouldn’t be so 
bitter... Her bitterness is somewhat justified... | can feel all she has gone through... all because of his 


escapism...” 


Sarvesh paused for a moment, and then continued: “You know you are right... | am doing the same 
mistake in my life: escaping my responsibilities... You see how the gene transfers from one generation to 


another... My children... they too will abuse their father just the way | am doing... It’s just that...” 


Before he could complete his sentence a sharp shriek yet again agitated the air inside the living room: it 


was now coming from his father’s bedroom: it was his daughter’s cry. 


Both the men ran to the room. 


Anger surged in Sarvesh’s system fast, like hot lava, as he saw his daughter lying on the ground, bleeding 
profusely from her forehead. His breathing sped up like an engine and lips quivered as if craving to curse 


the one who had tried to test his newly awoken fatherly affection towards his children. 
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Nisha, sitting beside his daughter, was trying to stop the blood using Dettol-ed cotton, while Savita was 


screaming from her room: “What happened to my daughter?” 


He looked at his mother, who was sitting — rigid with fury — on her bed facing away from him. Anger 
surged even higher inside him. A part of him wanted to go to his mother and yell his fucking lungs out at 


her, while another part was working hard through his fury to keep calm. 


A few moments later, as the bleeding slowed down and the pain lessened, so did his daughter’s cry, and 
with it the pace of his breathing. A couple of minutes more like this, and his anger would have departed 
not to return, but then only his mother turned towards him, and said in her stern voice: “Take her 


daughter away from me.” 


That was the breaking point of his patience. He sucked at the air hard and like an enraged panther 
galloped to the other side of the room to face his mother. He bent down, and with his hard eyes stared 
into hers: “She is my daughter as well... and dare you never hurt my children again... | must tell you 


nobody in this house has seen the ugliest face of my wrath... Don’t push me... please!” 


Then he galloped back to Nisha, snatched his daughter from her arms, and strode outside the room. 


Nisha stood there for a moment, watching her mother shedding tears silently, and then left the room 


with moist eyes. Shyam followed her. 


“We’re leaving... We aren’t attending tomorrow’s function,” said Nisha sternly as she entered her 


bedroom with Shyam. 


“But...” Shyam said hesitatingly, “It’ll worsen the situation, don’t you think?” 
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“What worse can happen now? What happened today was the worst.” Her voice, now, was marked with 


anger mixed with dejection. 


“Yea... It was bad... It was... definitely... But don’t you think, in this situation, you need to be in 
conciliating mode, like a responsible family member? Your leaving right now will only fan the flames... 


Just think.” 


“| don’t know, but | hate Bhaiya... | really hate him from the core of my heart...” 


“No... You shouldn’t... | mean... He wasn’t the only one at fault... Mistakes happened from both sides.” 


“What?” snapped Nisha. “What mistakes did Maa do? She didn’t push Priya... Oh sorry... It’s Supriya... | 
think | just did a mistake by calling her Priya... We don’t have any right to call her by any name other 


than what her mother calls her by... Even her grandmother doesn’t have any right...” 


“No... | ain’t talking about that... Sorry, but | meant no offense to your mother... All | want to say is that 
everyone needs space, and our Indian parents need to understand that... Things change over time and 


we should have the serenity to accept the change.” 


“Look who is talking,” snapped Nisha. 


“Why? Don’t | give you space?” enquired Shyam politely. “Did | ever impose...” 


“Accepting the change!” interjected Nisha. “I am talking about accepting the change... Do you have the — 


what was the word — yea serenity — to accept the change?” 


“|... don’t understand... what you’re talking about.” 


“Your bhaashan of emotional fidelity and all... It’s not that | ain’t over my past... It’s just that your 


insecurity doesn’t let you see it... You’re so mature, yet you’ve so immature expectations from me... The 
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kind of love you’re expecting from me — you can’t get it from me, because it’s not inside me anymore. 
Why can’t you understand that once a woman is beyond a stage in her life, she can’t get back to the 
stage again? It’s an irreversible process... | can’t go back to my teenage... | am way past it... Things 
change, and I’ve changed irreversibly... You must accept the change... | can create a new chapter for you, 
but can’t go back to the older one for you...” She paused for a moment and then continued: “You must 
know that the attempts | have put in to appease you — I’ve never done for anyone else before in my 


life... not even for my parents... And still you ain’t satisfied!” 


“Hmm,” he seemed to ponder. 


“But why am | justifying myself?” she continued in irritation. “I shouldn’t, as | know it’s not going to 


make any difference.” And she sat onto the bed with a thump. 


He sat down beside her, but said nothing. For a moment he kept on musing, and then whispered: 
“You're right... | don’t know why I behave so foolishly sometimes... It’s so obvious, still | couldn’t see it...1 
never thought that way... And | am sorry for that... | don’t know why | run after the things which isn’t 
practically possible... Maybe | am standing in the Plato’s allegorical cave, watching over shadows, 
mistaking it for reality, which is something else... | seem to be chained by something which don’t let me 
turn around and see that, yea, you indeed had been trying too hard to make things work... But I think | 
can now turn around and see the reality... | don’t know if it’s under my ability, but l'Il try my best to keep 


myself expecting such things... ” 


“You need to do nothing,” said Nisha. “You’re good the way you are... And | accept you the way you 


” 


are. 


“Hmm... See how broadminded you are! And I... Just... What | need is to broaden my perspective... my 


frame of thoughts... After a point, a closer view blurs things...” 
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“Hey... You’re being too hard on yourself... You’re a good person... sweet... honest... sensitive... And | like 


that... | like you...” She leaned sideways and planted a kiss upon his cheek. 


“| love you,” erupted from his heart uncontrollably and in the form of words came out of his lips. 


Checking his emotions he continued: “You don’t have to reciprocate... All | wanted was...” 


“| love you too,” came out of her lips as well, and travelled through his ears to his heart, and sneaked 


out of his eyes, and rolled down his cheeks. 


It was convincingly said this time, as he perceived: either she had uttered the words differently, or he 
had received the word with broadened mind. Whatever the case, he was happy and satisfied... And 


that’s all mattered to him that time. 


He turned his head and looked into her eyes: the love was there: the love that he had been running after 
all of his life. His heart had started beating fast... Wiping his tears he said: “You can’t realize what | am 


feeling right now: the absolute happiness, which | can’t contain inside.” 


She planted another kiss, this time on his lips. 


Speechless he wrapped his trembling arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. He shut his eyes, 


and effortfully whispered in her ears: “Never ever leave me... Be with me... always.” 


“Where would | rather be, my love?” she whispered back. 


His arms squeezed a fraction tighter, and she snuggled in even closer. Her body melted into his embrace, 
little thinking they that the memories they were creating — even eternity would never efface. 


Weightlessness: both were feeling, as if on a soft breeze they were floating. 


“This is life... real life,” he said and a fresh bout of tears gushed down his cheeks again. 
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Another moment of sheer uncontainable happiness Shyam felt about three years later, when Nisha let 


him know about her pregnancy. 


He had come home late from his work that day... The whole day continuous sitting for audit preparation 
and the last minute emergency, which had required him to stay a couple of hours more in office, had left 
him drained completely. So, after finishing off his dinner he came straight to his bedroom and slumped 
on his bed. The cool breeze coming inside through the open window soon lulled him into sleep. But 


shortly the footsteps of his wife, who entered the bedroom after finishing off her work, woke him up. 


In his soft sleepy voice he asked: “Done with your work?” 


She blinked her eyes in affirmation, switched off the light, walked to the bed, and lay down beside him. 


“You are going to become father,” she whispered in his ear. 


Every word moved slowly in the silence of the room, entered his ears, and infused his mind. As if once 


was not enough to kindle pleasance in his heart, he uttered in his trembling voice: “What!” 


“Yes, you heard it right... We’re going to have a baby.” Her eyes were glistening like stars in the darkness 


of the room. 


“Wow!” he whispered. “It’s so huge: the news... | wasn’t prepared for it... Are you sure?” 


“Yes,” and she chuckled. 


“Wow! It’s a wonderful feeling... It feels like things inside me have already started rejiggering themselves 


into a new pattern... something more beautiful... | am loving it...” 
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“You'll be a great father.” 


“Yea... | hope so... You know | have always thought about it... | don’t want to be a sideline-spectator 
throughout your pregnancy — like old-school fathers — the remote commanders — sitting on the wayside, 
twiddling their thumbs, and just ordering what to do... It should be our pregnancy... | really want to get 
involved, not just with the birth, but afterward as well... The things | missed in my childhood — | don’t 


want my child to miss them.” 


“Hmm... He will be so lucky to have father like you...” 


“He! How do you know it’s he?” 


“| don’t know... | want it to be he... What do you want?” 


Shyam chuckled and then said: “I don’t know... But whatever it is, it'll be the prettiest piece of my 


heart... will be my most precious asset...” 


“Wow!” She uttered in her shaky voice. “I feel like | am the luckiest woman on this earth... Gone are our 


bad days... The best days are welcoming us.” 


“Yea... It feels so... Our struggles have ended in victory... We’ve defeated the bad days... And it seems 


that they ain’t going to come back.” 


But they were wrong... Happily-ever-after is a myth... a big lie fed to us by fairy tales and romantic 
Bollywood movies. It doesn’t exist... It never existed... Happiness isn’t a constant state: it’s transient... 
Life’s path can never be a straight line: even in ECG, straight line means death... Life is more like a big 


maze consisting of a cluster of small mazes... Once we’re victoriously out of a small maze, all our 
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exhaustion turns into exhilaration, and we celebrate like nothing would ever go wrong again... But very 


soon our fallacious bubble breaks and we realize that we’re already inside another maze. 


The bubble broke when she was about ten weeks pregnant. He was in the office finalizing the reports of 
a project, upon completion of which he had just received applaud from the GM on the phone. It was like 
another blow of air into the bubble. His spirit was even more elevated now, floating in the pleasant 
breeze, when came the bad news upon his phone as a needle, piercing the bubble, and bursting it with 
an explosion. All the positivity disappeared into the air at once, and his lips quivered as the words slowly 


made their way out of his mouth: “I am on my way.” 


His father was pacing up and down the corridor of the hospital when he reached there. He strode to his 


father and in his trembling voice asked: “Where is Nisha? And Maa?” 


His father pointed towards the private ward next to him. 


“How... did it... happen?” asked he stammering. 


“| don’t know,” shouted his father, grinding his teeth. “What can be expected from careless people? 


Irresponsible... All of you!” 


Swallowing his anger, Shyam turned around and walked into the ward. His wife was lying on the bed, 
while his mother was sitting beside on a stool, caressing her head. Upon seeing him, his wife started 
sobbing, and her eyes became glazed with glassy layer of tears. She bit her lip tightly in attempt to 


suppress the agony which so wanted to escape through her lips. His heart sank. 


“How... did it... happen?” 


“She,” replied his mother, “slipped on the door mat.” 


“How?” his voice was engulfed in tremors. 
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“After taking showers,” began Nisha sobbingly, “as | came out, | slipped on the mat lying there. | fell and 


1” 


hurt my tummy — the corner of the bed frame: direct impact it was 


“Hearing her wail,” interjected his mother, “I ran to your bed room. When | reached there, she was 


lying on the ground, writhing in pain.” 


“After a couple of minutes,” Nisha started again, “the pain subsided, but a gushing sensation came over 
me, and | rushed to the washroom. My stomach cramped and | bled as I sat on the pot. When | looked 
down: there was my baby at the toilet seat —” And a fresh streak of tears rolled down her face — “like a 
little gummy bear... God can’t do this to me! What am | being punished for?” And the sobs wracked her 


body. 


He sat onto the stool next to his mother, and caressed his wife’s head. She rested her head on his lap 
and continued to cry in muffled sobs. Curbing his own pain, he said: “Don’t cry... | know it’s His plan,” 
and he pointed his finger upward, “and I’ve complete faith in Him... | know He has something better for 
us in store... Let’s just request Him to help us through it.” His eyes were red and wet, but he was trying 
hard to contain his pain. “We'll try again... and | am sure very soon we'll have our child in your lap... 


Anyhow, we lose what is never ours!” 


“It was mine,” interjected Nisha sobbingly, “and even after | lose it, it will be mine... forever.” 


“| didn’t mean it...” He wanted to explain, but before that the gynecologist entered the ward with her 


juniors and nurses. 


“You are the father?” the gynecologist asked Shyam. 


“Yes,” replied he in his brittle voice. 
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“Well, | am sorry to say that, but most probably there is no hope... Still before Dilation & Curettage, | 
would like to perform ultrasound... Let’s not say goodbye, until the last drop of hope diminishes, as the 


history of medical and miracles are closely intertwined.” 


“Okay! As you say doctor,” he said dispiritedly. 


And the doctor instructed the nurses to shift Nisha to ultrasound room. 


No sooner had Nisha been shifted to the ward than the ultrasound techie started performing the test. 


Shyam was also there inside the ultrasound room, while his mother waited outside. 


The techie, a few moments later, looked at the monitor in a puzzled manner, and then scratched her 


head. 


“We have lost our baby, ain’t we?” asked Shyam from behind. 


The techie turned around, and with a smile on her face, said: “Yes, and No.” 


y 


“Whhhat!” exclaimed Nisha. “What does it... Oh | can’t get... Please stop playing puzzles.’ 


“| mean you have lost the baby, but still are pregnant.” 


“Now what does it mean?” Nisha almost shouted. 


The techie turned the monitor to them, and they both saw the heartbeat of the baby together. 


“You just said yes and no! What was yes?” asked Shyam in his impatient voice. 


“Ma’m had been carrying twins. So you did lose a baby of yours, but by God’s grace you are still 


pregnant with another.” She showed them the empty sac, and the sac that was beating beautifully. “You 
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have two sacs and one placenta: which means that the babies would have been identical twins. 


Anyways, what’s important is you’re still pregnant, so wish you both a great luck with this one! lIl pray.” 


It was like a new ray of hope which was missing moments ago; like a flame aglow, which someone had lit 
again in the darkness of their hearts; like a layer of snowflakes, white and glistening, trying to cover the 


troubles beneath. 


But the dawn was still away. They knew that they needed to be extra careful this time. So the 
responsibility to assign duties to each member of the family went straight to Shyam’s father, the most or 
rather the only responsible person of the family: that’s how his father perceived of himself and his 
family. The doctor recommended his bahu complete rest for the rest of her pregnancy, so he hired a full 
time maid for all the household chores, except for cooking — the duty whereof he assigned to his wife. A 
diet chart was made and he made sure that it was followed religiously. When his bahu should go for 
walk and how much she should walk — it was all under his supervision. It became his own duty to remind 
his son to take the bahu to the doctor for routine checkup. “I would not let my so-arduously-brought-up- 
family crumble,” he would often say with pride at the dinner table. “I know | am going to have a 
grandson, strong and responsible like me, who would take the family to a greater height...” And his eyes 


would sparkle like stars. 


And his wish came true, though not completely. 


Shyam was sauntering up and down outside the labor room, while his parents and in-laws were sitting 
on the chairs in the waiting room, silent like statues. Every now and then he would peep inside the glass 


door to see if there’s anyone in the hallway, but the moment that he had been impatiently waiting for 
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seemed far still. It'd been more than four hours since his wife had gone inside labor room. His patience 
was draining fast now. He felt like breaking inside the labor room to see if everything’s alright, but he 


kept his nerves anyhow. 


The moment came a few minute later though. As he peeped inside this time, he saw a fat woman clad in 
old colorless saree walking in the hallway towards the door, with a tray in her hands. His heart started 
pounding fast inside his chest, and his throat felt dried up. A queer current coursed his nerves, infusing 
his mind with excitement and apprehension at the same time. His feet started tapping the floor in 
impatience, and stopped only when the midwife stretched her hands out and showed him the baby in 


the tray. 


“Congratulations! It’s a boy!” said the midwife. 


His heart skipped a beat when he cast his first sight upon his son. It felt like his heart had suddenly been 
flooded with extreme joy, which he found difficult to contain inside. His lips curled upward and his eyes 


moistened as his son’s upward slanted eyes looked deep inside his own. 


“Where is my bakshish Saab?” the midwife said. 


Shyam slipped his hand inside his back pocket to pick out his wallet, but his father, who had come at the 
door of the labor room with other family members, held his hand, picked out his own wallet, took out all 
the money that was inside the wallet, rotated the notes around his grandson’s face, and gave to the 


midwife. 


As the midwife was about to go back, Shyam stopped her to have one more glance at his son. Upward 
slanted eyes — they looked somewhat peculiar to him. And there was a strange quietness in them. 


Shyam’s stomach shifted uneasily as he noticed the unmistakable facial features of his son, which he — 
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not only he but also his father, maybe out of excitement — had failed to discern: the floppy face with flat 


features with small nose was unmistakable. 


“Is my child ok?” he asked the midwife. 


“Yes Saab... Why do you ask?” replied the midwife. 


“No... Nothing...” said Shyam and signaled her to go back. He looked aside: all the faces were as worried 


and frightened as must be his own. 


They stood there motionless — all the necks bent low in brooding — until the doctor reading some reports 


in his hands came out of the labor room. 


“Is my child ok?” asked Shyam the moment the doctor stepped out the door. 


The doctor seemed to ponder for a moment and then asked: “Well... Ummm....is there any case of 


genetic disorder in your family?” 


“My child isn’t normal, isn’t he?” stuttered Shyam. 


“Well! How should | say! Umm... ok... first thing you need to understand is every child is special. You 
mustn’t compare your child with any other child..... Second thing is: it’s too early to get to a conclusion. 
Before all the tests are done, | can’t comment upon it...” The doctor paused for a moment and then 


\” 


continued: “By the way, you didn’t answer my question 


Shyam’s heart was hammering inside his chest, but his mind had gone blank. The question the doctor 
had asked couldn’t trigger a mental reflex inside him, as his mind was already hijacked by all kind of 
apprehensions. The preoccupied mind tried hard to perceive the question in totality, but all it could 


make out was fragmented words meaning nothing. The blankness of his mind appeared upon his face. 
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“Is there any genetic problem that runs in your family?” the doctor repeated. 


“No... Never!” his father replied quickly. 


The doctor took a deep breath, and continued: “I have to perform some tests so as to get to any 
conclusion. Let the reports come, and then we will see, and plan accordingly. But whatever the reports 


come, as | said, every child is special. And whatever are the apprehensions, they’re manageable.” 


About half an hour after the doctor was gone, Nisha along with the child was shifted to the ward. Shyam 
and the family members followed along. After the mother and the baby were moved from the stretcher 


to the bed, the family members seated themselves upon the benches on both the sides of the bed. 


Shyam kept on looking at the face of his child for long and kept on trying hard to make himself convince 
that the features are just false indicators. After a lot of efforts when he couldn’t, the sobs started 


wracking his body. 


Nisha saw him and a drop of her grief rolled down from the corner of her eye. 


Shyam’s mother pulled him onto her lap, and started caressing his head. 


“| have never,” said Shyam sobbingly, “believed in previous births and all, but now | think | do... | must 
have been an unrepenting sinner in my previous birth — wherefore | am paying in this birth... Otherwise 
why do | have to struggle so much for anything in my life... | am really fed up of this life... Papa has 


always been right... There’s really something wrong with me.” 


“Everything will be alright beta,” said her mother in her shaky voice, “He has given us the grief and He 


will show us the path.” And she started gently patting his head. 
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However big the pain is, no painkiller can be as good as a mother’s caring words; and however stormy 
the night is, no bed can be as comforting as a mother’s lap. Shyam’s sobs ceased soon in his mother’s 


lap, and her gentle pat on his head lulled him to sleep. 


“Get out of here —” was the yell, which woke him up from the sleep a few minutes later. It was the 
doctor’s voice coming from the hallway, quickly followed by his father’s shout: “I’ll drag you all to the 
court.” Shyam, along with his mother, rushed outside. The fire of fury was smoldering in the doctor’s 
eyes, as his father’s hands were moving chaotically while he was threatening her. The junior doctors 
were requesting his father to calm down and be off, but he was completely deaf to their requests. 
Shyam and his mother ran to them: Shyam held his father by his elbow and steered him aside, while his 
mother apologized to the doctor for her husband’s behavior. “Get this foul-mouthed man out of my 
sight” shouted the doctor, whereupon bellowed his father: “Arre! You all are fraudsters... It all happened 
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because of your mistakes... And you will pay for this... PII send you all to the jai 


A few moments later when the commotion settled, his father agreed to go inside the ward along with 
his mother, and Shyam followed the doctor to her chamber. He apologized to the doctor for his father’s 
behavior and asked her politely about the tests to be done. The doctor, now calmed down a bit, waved 
at him to sit down, and gave him the list of the tests written on a paper, which included chromosomal 
karyotyping, echocardiogram, x-ray for gastrointestinal blockage, and Automated Auditory Brainstem 
Response (AABR). She explained to him about each test in brief and told him that the mother and the 
baby wouldn’t get discharged until the reports came, which, she said, would come within a week. Shyam 
apologized once again and stood to go back. When he was at the door, the doctor said once again: 


“Remember! Every child is special.” 


A week later, when the doctor came to the ward with the reports, Shyam was sitting on the bench 


beside the bed looking at the extra gap between the toes of his son, who was sleeping beside his 
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mother, who was also sleeping. The doctor’s question as to what he was looking at startled him, and 
caught unawares he stood up in a reflex. He smiled a weak smile and then replied: “The extra gap 
between my son’s toes... Perhaps God has tried to make up for what He did to my son, with giving him 


extra gap between toes which is perfect for wearing sandals.” 


It was in pursuance of preparing himself for the daunting challenges ahead. “Fluidity is strength” and 
“Neither this one nor that one; truth is the entire spectrum” — he had been repeating to himself 
constantly since the very first day of his son’s birth... and not to no avail. Though he knew that his life 
would never be same again, the anxiety, sorrow, and anger which he had felt on the first day, had 
presently been infused with some amount of hope. He knew that his family would look different from 
the normal and would be the center of unwanted and uncomfortable attention of the society, but at the 


same time he knew that the condition won't define his child’s entire existence — he won't let that be. 


“Well the report has come,” the doctor said a bit louder, which woke up Nisha from her sleep and she 


1” 


sat up. “I don’t know,” continued the doctor, “if you have heard of Down syndrome and Down babies 


Shyam felt lump in his throat, while Nisha couldn’t hold back her tears. 


“In medical term it is called trisomy 21... It’s a chromosomal aberration... Has there been any 


abnormality in any of your family history? Oh! Sorry... your father said there’s been none. ” 


“How... How did it happen?” asked Shyam in his brittle voice. “Does it have anything to do with the 


miscarriage happened with the twin?” 


“No... No...” the doctor shook her head. “It doesn’t have to do anything with that... Actually nothing you 


did or didn’t caused this... It’s nobody’s fault... It’s just bad luck.” 


“Is it curable?” stuttered Shyam. 
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“It’s manageable,” replied the doctor. 


“Is it common? | never before heard of the term Down Syndrome.” 


“It is rare... very rare if the woman is below thirty... like one in thousands. But again that one could be 


anyone...” 


“But what exactly happened inside my son’s body that caused this? What exactly does he lack? Is his 


brain underdeveloped?” 


“Actually he has something extra than the normal... Let me explain this... Normally, at the time of 
conception a baby inherits genetic information from its parents in the form of forty-six chromosomes: 
twenty-three from the mother and twenty-three from the father. In most cases of Down syndrome, a 
child gets an extra chromosome-21 — for a total of forty-seven chromosomes instead of forty-six. It's 
this extra chromosome that causes the peculiar physical features, developmental delays associated with 


it, and typically mild to moderate cognitive impairment.” 


“Is there any ray of hope?” asked Shyam in his cracked voice. 


“Actually there is. There are many positives for you: there is no defect in your baby’s heart unlike more 
than half of the children with such condition... There’s no gastrointestinal blockage... The report of 
audiometry test also came fine. And as far as the development delays and cognitive impairment are 
concerned, both range across a broad span, and the degree of delay and impairment is highly 
individual...” The doctor paused for a moment and then continued: “The most important point that you 
need to understand is that it’s not a life with zero potential. He’s just a distinct individual, and he 
mustn’t be compared with the normal lots. He may be slow in his motor skills, but he’ll grow out to have 
his unique personality and capabilities. | can’t tell you right now what your child will become in future... 


Actually nobody can... nor should anyone try to... So let’s just hope for the best.” 
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“Will our next child also be affected with this?” asked Shyam as soon as the doctor finished. 


“Most probably not... Still | will recommend both of you to get your genetic counseling done before you 
plan for the next child, which | would suggest not before four or five years.” The doctor drew out some 
stapled papers from her file, and handed over to him. “Go through the papers at least once. It will help 
you both in dealing with the child. There will be times when the road will seem impossibly hard and 


|.” 


long, but stay strong, stay positive, and never forget: every child is specia 


Shyam took a deep breath and started climbing the mountain with extreme passion. He had always 
dreamed of going for a hike, but his bulky body had always discouraged him. But not anymore! Backpack 
on his back, charged inside his heart, he had started on his path. He climbed, climbed and climbed at his 
optimal pace, stretching sometimes overstretching himself. Muscle tear and shooting nerve pain 
couldn’t shake his spirit, not anymore. He was very much cautious and alert in each step he took, and his 
mind avoided giving up the control it had over his emotions. A couple of times, though, he lost his focus 
and slipped a few steps back. But he gathered his strength each time, and brushing all the complaints 
and grievances aside, kept on climbing. At last he reached his destination, the top finally. The joy oozed 
out of every pore of his body, but soon his elation turned into dejection as he realized that he wasn’t on 
the top of the mountain, while at the floor of a valley, at the bottom of the same mountain he was 
climbing. “Such a brute betrayer life is,” he uttered aloud. And someone invisible to him started 
laughing... It was a strange laugh... He turned around, but there was no one. He tried to recognize the 
voice... No... it wasn’t a laugh... it was the sound of his alarm clock... And he woke up abruptly from his 


sleep. 
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Shyam pressed the alarm off. It was 2 o’clock in the morning. Modak, his son, three months old now, 
was sleeping, his arms above his head and his mouth open, tongue sticking to the roof. Nisha, sleeping 
on her side, her arms around Modak’s waist, was looking exhausted in her sleep. He could feel what his 
wife had to go through each day. Being parents to a child with Down was much tougher than they had 
expected. At frequent interval they had to wake the baby up to feed, as the baby was all the time 
sleepy, and would rarely cry when he felt hungry. Even breastfeeding was a herculean task: getting the 
baby’s tongue down from the roof of the mouth by inserting a finger in-between and turning the finger 
over and over to condition the sucking reflex. The low muscle tone and the poor sucking reflex also 
made it difficult for the baby to suck and swallow: so they had started feeding him formula milk. But 
after the severe infection and high fever to the baby a week ago, the pediatrician forbid them to give 
him the formula, as it, as the doctor said, lacked nutrition providing immune protection. So they became 
clock-watchers: in day time Nisha would constantly observe the baby and his mouth-and-hand- 
movement, and whenever she would find the baby in lighter sleep, she would wake him up and try to 
feed him. Her mother-in-law would help her in the day time. After Shyam came back from his office, the 
role of the helper shifted to him and it became his duty to wake Nisha up from sleep every couple of 


hours and help her feed the baby. 


Shyam looked outside the window: it was absolute darkness. He looked at his son, who seemed to be in 
deep sleep. He looked back at the clock, which seemed to be ticking faster than usual. He set the alarm 


at 5 o’clock and the shook Nisha by the shoulder, and she abruptly sat up. 


Shyam lifted the baby in his arms while Nisha put her pillow upon her lap. Shyam placed the baby in 
Nisha’s lap so that the head and the bottom of the baby were at level. Nisha pushed her finger slowly 


inside the baby’s mouth and used the trick that she had learned from the pediatrician. A few moments 
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later when the baby started sucking on her finger, she offered her breast to him, and started swaying 


back and forth. Shyam watched it carefully as if it was the first time he was watching this. 


“Papa, yesterday, called me to his room,” said Shyam. “He wanted us to plan for the second child.” 


Nisha didn’t respond. 


“What do you think?” enquired Shyam. 


“| don’t know... | can’t decide... Whatever you say...” she said plainly. 


“| don’t think it would be a good idea... We can’t afford any more children. The time and effort we need 


to devote to Modak — we can’t share it with anyone else. What do you say?” 


“| don’t know... As you say... You talk to papaji about it.” 


“What would we talk? | know he’ll get angry, and for long lIl have to endure his acrid taunts... I’ll endure 
— that’s what I’ve been doing since my childhood — but won’t give in this time.” He paused for a moment 
and then continued: “Every day, since Modak was born, on the dining table he hurls jibes at me and calls 
me useless... That’s always been his habit... Whenever something doesn’t go according to his plans and 


will, someone or all in the family have to face his wrath...” 


“What did he say exactly yesterday?” interjected Nisha. 


“That if he had taken control of your pregnancy even before the miscarriage, nothing would have gone 
wrong... | told him that the doctor had said that it had nothing to do with the miscarriage, and it was 
nobody’s fault, whereupon he started abusing the doctors: ‘These doctors are nothing but fraudsters... 
all of them... They will say anything for money... You don’t have to listen to them... Just do whatever | say 
and | guarantee that everything will be right this time...’ | so wanted to deny his demand right in his face, 


but then | thought | should first talk to you as well... Now that you’ve left it upon me, PII do the rest.” 
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The torrent of rage flooded the room when Shyam told his father that he and his wife had decided that 
they didn't want any more children. Red as brick, eyes squinted meanly, giving a hard stare his father 
said in his voice with rough edge: “Now you and your wife will decide what will happen in this house! | 
am still alive, and till the day of my death it'll be | and only | who'll decide what will happen in this 


house.” 


“Why,” Shyam replied, “why should you decide in this matter?” His voice was mixed with fear, 
hesitation, and anger at the same time. “What gives you the right? It's going to be my and my wife's 
child, so it must be our call whether we want it or not. And we've decided that we don't want it. 


Nothing's going to change it now.” 


His father stared as if his eyes would pop out of the socket. He ground his teeth and a tiny bubble of 
froth formed at the corner of his mouth. “Oh! It's going to be your child,” he almost shouted. “Then 


we've no rights upon Modak as well.” 


“| didn't mean that,” Shyam tried to clarify. 


But his father cut him short: “I know what you mean and whence are you getting such audacity to speak 
to your father in such a way.” And he banged on table beside him. “If you really think you can manage 
your own things, then go ahead... I'll never interfere... But never ever come to me begging for any advice 


or help.” 


Shyam turned around to leave... He walked to the door and then turned around again. 


“You know what! You are so stuck in your ways that it starts suffocating people around you...” said 
Shyam — his voice was nor more confident. “But | can understand... It’s not entirely your fault... it’s partly 


because of the generation gap... Perhaps every generation has its fair share of drawbacks... Perhaps 
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every generation finds the one preceding itself too conservative and the one succeeding itself too 


|.” 


libera 


“Get out,” shouted his father. “Get lost before | really lose my head and do something nasty.” 


Shyam left at once, thinking that it was pointless arguing with his father, especially when he was angry. 
But he was even more determined now not to give in. Depending on others in his life’s decisions had 
always been his mistake, he said to himself as he entered his own room. “It’s high time | took the 


complete responsibility for my life... And papa... | know he’ll understand... sooner or later.” 


But it wasn’t easy... To everyone's shock in the family his father shut himself inside his room and 
wouldn’t come out even after constant request by his mother. He would open the door only to receive 
his food inside the room, and after taking the plate inside he would shut the door immediately on the 
one who had gone to give him the food. Nobody was allowed inside during the daytime. After the dusk 


it was only Shyam's mother who could enter his room. 


At first Shyam thought that his father was doing so to make him give in to his demands, but soon his 
fallacy was rendered invalid as his father one day shouted at his mother, who had once again knocked 
on the door and requested him to come outside: “I ain't angry with anyone... Leave me be... | won't 


come out even if he agrees... | don't want that... | don't want anything anymore.” 


About a month later one day, his father, all of a sudden, decided to come out of his room, but only for 
his food. For his breakfast, lunch, and dinner, he would come outside, and after finishing his food fast he 
would retreat quickly to his room and shut the door again. There was no dining table discussion 
anymore. A couple of times when Shyam's mother tried to start conversation, he would cluck his tongue 


irritatingly to hint that he didn’t want that. 
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Shyam had never imagined that his slight riposte could have such a deep impact upon his father. He had 
always thought of his father to be a tenacious dictator, who would do anything to have his way. But he 
was wrong. His father seemed at that moment as sensitive as he was. He realized that it was his father, 
not his mother, whom he had inherited his sensitivity from. Maybe his father had been even more 
sensitive in the past, he thought. And maybe that's why his father had always loathed his only son's 
sensitivity, as he had never wanted his only son to inherit something, which he had considered his 
biggest weakness, and to overpower which he had worked upon himself all his life. Maybe because his 
father had failed to convert his only son according to his wish, he had deposited all his hopes in his 
grandson, who, to his disappointment, apparently turned out to be even more incapable than his son. 
Now that his father was so desperately trying to keep his hopes alive by shifting them to his next 
grandson, his only son, who had always been a big disappointment to him, and who had one great 


opportunity to prove his worth, stood between him and his dream as the biggest hurdle. 


Shyam felt for his father: he could feel deeply how heartbreaking it could be seeing one’s only dream 
lying shattered and dead on the ground. A part of him started rooting for the old strong-willed confident 
man as his father. He so wanted to soothe his father’s pain that at one point he almost convinced 
himself to surrender to his father’s dream, but the empathy soon evaporated into thin air as his child’s 
face appeared before him. It would be great injustice to his child, he thought, and dropped the idea tout 


de suite. 


But he still believed that the parents can never cut ties with their children and that his father would 
come to terms with the situation eventually, and would accept Modak wholeheartedly. A father’s heart 
— now that he had become a father he could feel it better than ever before — will always beat for his 
children, even if the children can’t see his unexpressed care and concern. And he knew that his father 


was no exception to it. 
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His father’s care and concern for Modak gave its first glimpse, when Modak got serious lungs infection 
again. Though Shyam’s father never visited hospital to see his grandson, his mother, on her every daily 
visit, would tell him how his father had been pacing up and down between the walls the previous day 


until she had reached home and told him that his grandson was fine. 


After they got discharged from the hospital when they reached home, his father, who was sitting on the 
sofa in the living room reading his newspaper, looked from above his spectacles, but said nothing. 
However, the way he looked at his grandson — the shine in his eyes — screamed loudly of his affection 


towards his grandson. 


The next time it gave another, more overt, glimpse was when one day Shyam’s father called him to his 
room and told him to take Modak to an ENT specialist. “I was passing,” said his father, “by your room 
yesterday... Modak was lying in his cradle staring at ceiling... Bahu was in the kitchen and you were at 
your work... So | entered your room... | made sounds to him to draw his attention, but he wouldn’t turn 
to me... He just kept on looking at the ceiling... At the age of six months a baby usually turns its attention 
to sounds, even one with Down Syndrome, unless it’s having a sensori-neural hearing loss, which is a 
probability in Down’s babies... I’ve read it in that book,” and he pointed at a thick book about Down 


Syndrome lying on the bed. 


Scared Shyam strode to his room, to his son, who was lying on the bed, still staring on the ceiling. Shyam 
looked upward; there was nothing on it. He lifted a toy lying beside the baby and shook it hard to draw 
his attention, but the baby wouldn’t budge. Again he shook the toy, even louder this time; still no 
response. “But how!” he said to himself. “The audiometric test was done then... That was fine... Why 


now then? Has my child become deaf?” Dread rolled down his brows, and his heart sank. 


“The child is congested with a mid-ear fluid. Don’t worry! The child is not deaf.” Shyam and Nisha 
breathed a huge sigh of relief when they heard it from the ENT specialist. The doctor pointed at the ear 
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diagram on his table and explained them: “Sounds, which are pressure waves in the air, travel along 
the external auditory canal where they meet the eardrum. This is the gateway to the middle ear, an air- 
containing cavity containing a chain of three small bones. The sound waves cause the eardrum to 
vibrate, which in turn produces movements in the three small bones. This produces vibrations which 
pass through the fluid in the inner ear. The information contained in these pressure changes is 
transformed into nerve impulses, which travel along the brainstem and brain, where sound is perceived. 
Anything which interferes with any stage of this transfer chain will affect hearing. And in your child’s 
case it’s the mid ear fluid. But not to worry...Though your child doesn’t need it now, in the future, with 
the help of hearing aid, he will be doing fine with the hearing. Just keep making sounds in front of him as 


much as possible.” 


By that time, the difference in Modak’s development from that of a normal child was not much 
noticeable, but with the growth of the child the difference became more and more prominent: it took 
Modak complete seven months to be able to roll over; till ninth month he seldom vocalized in babbles; 
after the completion of ten months only, he could sit without support; it took around fifteen months 
before he could start chewing semi-solid foods; and only a few days before he was to turn two he could 


stand without any support, that too only for a few moments. 


Though the joy Shyam felt at each milestone his son achieved — albeit much delayed — was much more 
than what he would have felt in case of a normal child, at times he felt quite low when he fell into trap 


of comparing the hill created by his son with the nearby mountains. 


It was in his one of those moments of despair and sadness that his father openly accepted Modak, 


wholeheartedly. 
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Shyam, sitting in a corner of his room, was venting his pain upon the pages of his diary, when his father 
called him out to the living room to see Modak standing on his own feet without any support. But before 
he could reach the living room, Modak had already lost balance and dropped down to the floor. 


“Gravity! You’re a heartless bitch,” his heart yelled loud inside his chest. 


Shyam’s father ran to Modak, lifted him up in his arms and kissed upon his cheeks. He wiped his joyously 
damp eyes and uttered loudly: “I love you... my grandson... | love you very much.” And he burst into 


sobs. “You’re my blood... and will always be mine...” And he hugged Modak tight. 


“I am going to throw a grand party for my grandson on his second birthday,” shouted Shyam’s father a 


moment later. “Call everybody.” 


It was Sunday, the day Shyam had chosen for distributing invitation cards. After distributing all but one 
card he started his car for Kamla Sadan to hand out the last card. When he had asked Nisha if she 
wanted to go to her Maaika along with him, she had outright denied saying she didn’t want to go now 


that her parents were not there. 


It had been about four years now since Nisha’s parents had left Kamla Sadan and settled in their village. 
After the day they had left, Nisha’s mother never visited Kamla Sadan again, not even once, but her 
father’s love for his garden would render him restless every now and then, and he would come running 
home to visit his children in the garden... He would stay for a couple of days (During his stay, he would 
spend all his time, from waking up to going to bed, in his garden only), and then with a heavy heart 


would go back to the village. Initially after leaving the town the frequency of his visit was pretty high: 
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about twice a month, but time has the potency to dim even the brightest of love: the last time he had 


visited Kamla Sadan was about six months ago. 


Shyam, now that his own family was somewhat sorted, prayed, from his deep within, for Kamla Sadan. 
Although he understood that the life could never be a straight line — if it was on the negative side 
presently, at some point in future it’d definitely go to its positive — he still prayed for them. They had 
seen enough of the negative, he said to himself. Now before the family broke down completely, they 


needed to go up. 


When Shyam reached Kamla Sadan, the front door was wide open. He entered the living room, but 
there was no one. A big lock was hanging on the door of Nisha’s bedroom, and Sarvesh’s bedroom was 
closed from inside. The only room which was wide open and the curtain whereof was pulled aside was 


his parents-in-laws’ bedroom, which was now the children’s bedroom. 


Shyam entered the room: Gopal was sleeping on the bed. The child seemed to be in deep sleep: his 
mouth was open; his head was turned to his left, while his torso was twisted a bit right; his hands were 
stretched outward at both the sides; his shirt was up to his chest and his bare tummy went up and down 


as he breathed. 


A fly came flying from somewhere and landed on the child’s nose. Shyam sat beside the boy, and waved 
his hand above the child’s nose: the fly flew away buzzing, but came back a moment later and landed on 
the boy’s forehead this time. He waved his hand again: the fly flew away this time too, but came back 
yet again and landed on the boy’s lips. He was going to wave once again, but stopped short as a man’s 


voice came from Sarvesh’s bedroom. 


“Oh! | seem to have come at the wrong time,” he said to himself and got up to leave. The voice came 


again, this time even louder. He stopped: it wasn’t Sarvesh’s voice, to his shock. He stood there 
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transfixed and kept on staring at the door connecting the two rooms, confused as to what to do. He 
walked to the door and stuck his ears thereto. A panting voice was scarcely audible. His eyes fell upon a 
small crack on the door and he put his eyes there to peep through. Savita Bhabhi was on the top of a 


man, but the man wasn’t Sarvesh: he was the corporator, Kanhaiya. 


Shyam put the invitation card back inside the pocket of his coat and strode out of the room. When he 
was at the front door, Supriya came running from somewhere, panting, face colored with fear, and 


rushed inside, blind to his presence. 


Shyam felt fury, disgust, and dread at the same time. A new war had begun inside him: to tell or not to 
tell. The truth, he knew, would drop like a bomb and demolish completely the family already in ruins. 
But it would be injustice to his friend Sarvesh if he was to be kept in darkness. Should he himself, Shyam 
thought, talk to Savita without involving Sarvesh and put an end to this debauchery, or should he talk to 
the corporator? “No, these politicians are goons: it would be useless talking to him... And if Sarvesh is 
kept in darkness what’s the guarantee Savita Bhabhi would stop all this... No... Sarvesh deserves to know 
the truth... | must tell him the truth... But what about the kids! Why should they suffer? Does Supriya 
know about all this? If she knows, the whole thing must stop... no second thought about it... But what if 
she doesn’t know... Should | ask her? No, it would be wrong asking a child such questions and 


tormenting her...” 


The war had become ferocious, as he stepped out of Kamla Sadan, and kept on tormenting him all the 
way back his home. But it came to an end eventually. To-tell became victorious over not-to-tell. But it 
didn’t occur to him at that time that the outcome of his truth could be as devastating as could cost one 


life. He didn’t know that he was going to do something which he would regret the whole of his life. 
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The Blocked Tunnel 


“If only | had listened to maa,” ruminated Sarvesh sitting on the charpai in the verandah. “I’ve a lot to 
atone for... If only atonement could take me to the past where | could rectify my mistakes... But the 
tunnel is blocked and | can't travel back... No one can...” He tried hard to bottle up his anger. His limbs 


were still trembling with fury, and his eyes exhibited both grief and angst at the same time. 


He would've probably killed his wife, if his daughter hadn't shown up at the scene. The wrenching scene 
and his wife’s amorous scream was still fresh in his mind: the scene which he had seen minutes ago 


through the crack of the connecting door, and the scream which was still reverberating in his ears. 


He had started banging the door and bellowing abuses out right away. The rascal Kanhaiya had jerked 
himself off above his wife, and both the fuckers had started putting on their clothes, like a shot. Sarvesh 
had then run to the other door, the main door, of the room, and started banging that door even harder. 
He couldn't reckon how long he had been banging and screaming before the door finally opened, and 


pushing him aside, the scoundrel Kanhaiya fled away. 


He had then sprung upon his feet and run inside to his wife — who was still trying to tuck her saree inside 
her petticoat — and slapped her as hard as he could. The impact was so hard that his wife dropped to 
bed and started sobbing... He had then started punching on her back... harder and harder... It was only 


when he had heard his daughter’s cries ‘maa-maa’ from the door that his punches had stopped. 


"How fucking stupid | was!" His soul cried, as he shifted on charpai. "Everything was happening before 
my eyes, and | was so fucking blind that | couldn't see... That day | yelled at maa... She was saying it 
again and again: 'You can't understand this woman... She is too clever for a fool like you... One day you'll 


realize and will regret.' But | wouldn't listen... | am paying for my stupidity... My prestige is gone... How 
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would | show my face to anyone? How would | live? I’ve lost all who cared for me... My life is finished... If 


only | had listened to maa that day..." 


He had returned from his election duty that day — the day of the last fight between his wife and his 
mother, whereafter his mother had decided to leave Kamla Sadan forever. He was so tired that after 
taking shower and breakfast he went straight to his bedroom and fell asleep. It had been hardly half an 
hour when he woke up to the noise coming from the kitchen. “Not again!” he mumbled as he sat up. 
“These women won't let me live in peace.” He ground his teeth, got off the bed, and dashed to the 


kitchen. 


He was just out of his room when Savita stepped out of the kitchen with her hands upon her right cheek, 


which was bleeding profusely. 


“Now what happened?” screamed Sarvesh. 


“Please take me along with you to your posting,” cried Savita. “Or drop me at my maaika before you go. 


Your mother will kill me and my children, | am telling you.” 


His mother came out of the kitchen — knife still in her hand — yelling abuses at Savita: “What a liar she is! 
A drama queen! Learned all those tricks from her mother! What does she think? | don’t know about her 


mother? Her stories everyone in this town knows... Not everyone in this house is a fool!” 


“See! How she speaks about my mother! She insults me and torments me — I’ve been tolerating that, 


but I’m telling you | won’t tolerate if she tries to hurl filth at my mother.” 
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“Have been tolerating” yelled his mother again. “And | torment you! You wouldn’t be here in this house 
doing your trickeries if ld been tormenting you... The day you entered this house — you’ve been 
conspiring since then to break this family... But | won’t let you succeed... | know how to handle women 


like you.” 


“By murdering me and my children!” cried Savita. “I know someday she’II” 


“Yea | will, if you don’t stop your trickeries... Arre | should’ve killed you the day you entered this house.” 


“Shut up both of you!” shouted Sarvesh, and then directed his wife to go inside her room. 


After his wife was gone, he turned to his mother: "What has gotten into you maa! See what you’ve 
become! A jealous bitter sadistic woman, who can’t see anyone happy! You are so blind in your jealousy 
that you can’t see your own son’s agony... You’ve lost your mind... | don’t know what to do with you.” 


After a pause, he continued: “You know | ain’t angry at you... | am feeling sad for you." 


His mother didn’t reply, but her inundated eyes and quivering lips spoke eloquently how hurt she felt. 


“What you did today is unacceptable. You attacked my wife with a knife! You’ve really been dangerous! 
If you really don’t want my family to live in this house, l'Il take them along with me to my posting, and 


we'll never return... You better live here happily with your frustration...” 


“Your family!” exclaimed his mother and a fresh bout of tears gushed down her cheeks. 


“See how you catch words! It’s really been a torture being with you... Nobody wants to talk to you! 
Nobody can live with you! You irritate everyone... Never ever crossed your mind why papa prefers 
staying away from you! Anyways it’s useless talking sense to you.” And he too left for his room leaving 


his mother in tears. 
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If only he had seen the truth in his mother’s tears! If only he had sniffed out his wife’s bluffs! If only he 
had tried to perceive the truth without any preconceived notion! But the image he had formed, back 
then, of his mother in his mind, had already blinded him to the truth. Every word his mother had spoken 
— he had considered it a lie... even when his mother, while leaving Kamla Sadan, had told him about the 
incident in the kitchen: “It’s irrelevant now,” she had said, “to let you know what happened in the 
kitchen that day, but | want you to know the truth... Not because | want you to stop me from leaving, as 
nothing you say or do now is going to stop me... | want you to know as | want you to be careful... careful 
of your wife...” She had paused for a moment and then continued: “I was cutting vegetables in the 
kitchen. | felt suffocated, so | pulled the curtains aside and opened the window to let the fresh air in. | 
don’t know what happened to her: she came abruptly, shut the windows and drew the curtains, and 
said rudely: ‘Exhaust fan is working... you can use it. People in the neighborhood peep inside the kitchen: 
| don’t like it...’ As if | was a servant of this house... | felt really insulted. She was ordering me what to do 
in my own house! | pushed her aside, pulled the curtains back, and opened the windows again. But her 
badtameezi! She pulled the curtains so hard that the curtain-rod broke and fell upon my head. | lost my 
temper. | waved knife before her face and threatened her that I’d kill her if | saw this badtameezi ever 
again. She took hold of my hand and tried to snatch the knife. A scuffle followed... In the scuffle 
somehow, the knife slashed down her cheek, and she created the whole drama about it as if it was 
entirely my mistake and hurting her was really my intention.” She had paused again and looking into his 


eyes had said: “Your eyes say you don’t believe me! Anyways you'll understand someday!” 


“What can | do now other than enduring the pang of regret: the blocked tunnel doesn’t let me go back,” 
he uttered to himself and lied down on the charpai. “If only | had believed maa! If only I’d known the 
true intention of that stinger scorpion! But | am such a moron: every dot was there before my eyes, but 
| couldn’t connect them... He never wanted me to get transferred back to the town... | doubt if he really 


ever talked to Dharmender Dube about my transfer... And | am such a chootiya that | kept on my hopes 
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upon his false promises. The cunning maneuverer — when he saw that my hopes and trust upon him had 
started waning, he set me up in the company of drunkards and weed smokers, so that even my desire to 


get back would diminish... he knew my weakness... 


“If only | had listened to papa and hadn't gone to the scoundrel to seek help. Papa kept on warning us 
against it, but we wouldn’t listen: neither | nor maa... We brushed his advice aside saying it's our need 
and no one could help us in the matter other than Kanhaiya... All the way we kept on thinking that we 
were using him for our need. But foolish we couldn't think it through that more than he was the son of 
papa's friend, he was a crooked politician, who believed in taking much more than giving. Blinded by our 
need we couldn't see the real motive behind his outright assent to lend help. We let him enter our 
house again and started treating him as our family members... and the scorpion stung us. | can't even 
complain, as | already knew he was a stinger scorpion and still laid my trust upon him... It’s true what 


they say that need begets trust. 


“Maa too had started treating him like her another son: he had proved himself too useful for day to day 
household problems in a very short time. But she knew not how manipulative, shrewd, and crafty these 
politicians are! They are masters of their craft: they know very well how to trick the vulnerable ones into 
believing the opposite of what they're actually doing... Every time he met me, he would poison my ears 
by speaking ill of maa: how she mistreated my wife; how she mistreated my children... But whenever 
maa spoke of the rascal, it was only good words like helpful, mannered, respectful, and golden hearted. 
| am pretty sure now that he must have been speaking ill of everyone in this family to Savita, with the 
intention of scoring brownie points with her... | should have got alarmed right then when once he 
jokingly said while telling me the story of a movie he had watched the previous day: ‘A shoulder to cry 


upon eventually becomes a dick to ride upon.’ 
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“But why should | blame others when my own coin is base? | supported her always, even fought maa for 
her... And what she did to me! And why? If she wasn't happy with me, she should have let me know... 


Rightly they say: triya-charitram purushasya-bhagyam devo na jaanati, kuto manushyam! 


“But why me! Why am I so unlucky in marriage? Don't | deserve a happy married life? Am | so useless? 
Was she angry with me that | didn't take her along to my posting? Or is Kanhaiya irresistibly handsome 
for women? Or does it have something to do with my asthma: that | wasn't able to satisfy her? 
Whatever it was, she should've told me... | would've quit all my bad habits... | would've quit smoking... 
But only if she had supported me! Only if there was peace in the family... | would have quit smoking long 
ago... Nobody can feel what | had been going through those days... | was torn asunder... And when no 
one was around to support me, it was the only thing that calmed me down... Now that | was really 
determined to quit this habit, for my children, for my family, | find my wife sleeping with another man... 


| can't take this anymore... | really want to die...” 


It was on his tenth birthday that he was diagnosed with asthma. His mother had found him sitting in a 
corner of his room and wheezing heavily. She had taken him to the doctor immediately. The doctor had 
listened to his breathing and examined his chest, nose, and skin. The doctor had then inserted a 
mouthpiece between his lips, which was connected to a device (spirometer), and had asked him to blow 
air into it until his lungs were empty. Then the doctor had asked his mother multiple questions about 
the family history of asthma and allergies, and about the frequency of wheezing attack her son suffered, 
and about the conditions — if she had noticed any — which triggered his symptoms. The doctor had then 
started scribbling on his prescription pad. When his mother had asked what the problem was with her 
son, the doctor had blatantly replied: “Your son has asthma.” 
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The doctor prescribed the medication and called them again after a month to see whether the condition 
had improved. The condition improved after medication and remained controlled under the utmost care 


by his mother, until he had to leave the town for engineering college. 


In the college he had to struggle grappling with the difficulties, which probably all the momma’s boys 
have to, when exposed to the shrewd world to face it alone. It was like being born again and learning 
everything anew and that too in a harder way. For day to day decisions he had to look up to his friends. 
In the face of pressure, he felt like the world had turned upside down, and almost every time he failed 
miserably. He had to go through a lot of teasing from friends who accompanied him. He started feeling 


like an anomaly in the environment. 


So the easiest way out for a frustrated naive like him was to turn to the group of rebellious cool-counter- 
culture dudes, who cared nothing or rather pretended to care nothing about the world. The group 
seldom attended classes and partied and enjoyed all the time. It was one of the dudes of the group who 
introduced him to the world of fags: “Have a puff dude! | bet all your worries would go away like it never 
existed.” He took a big puff and inhaled it. The dizziness he felt was quite weird and sickly, but he kept 


on puffing as he didn’t want to look uncool in front of the cool dude. 


Soon he became a regular smoker. He was quite aware that the habit could trigger his asthma attack 
anytime, still he smoked: initially to mingle with the group, and a few months later out of addiction. It 
was only in the last year of college when his asthma started resurfacing. Fearing the pain he might have 


to go through again, he decided to quit. But for a weak-willed person like him, it wasn’t an easy task. 


A few days after he had decided to quit, he started having occasional urges: some of them lasted only 
seconds and were quite easy to overcome, while some were so strong that he felt like cracking up. Life 


became boring without his cigarettes. Every now and then he felt like lighting up a fag to relieve his 
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anxiety and then quit it again, but he knew it wasn’t easy. He kept on fighting his impulses persistently 


until the placement pressure took over and he finally gave in. 


To a nonsmoker the step to deal with the pressure would’ve been something else, but for a weak- 
minded ex-smoker it couldn’t be anything other than relapse into smoking. It was a normal reaction to 
an abnormal situation for an ex-smoker: taking a puff during a stressful episode and thinking that the 


situation will be solved. 


He felt free from a long confinement as he took the first puff after a long time, but hardly he realized at 
the moment that the puff would only reinforce his addiction and impose a much greater crisis than the 
placement pressure would ever be. If only someone had then talked sense into him that smoking is a 
false security blanket that provides meagerly little comfort in reality. But whatever has to happen 


happens anyway. 


After the first puff only, like all the stress smokers, he had fallen into a vicious loop: the loop of quit- 
stress-relapse-smoke-quit; the loop which barely any stress smoker in this world has ever come out of; 


the loop that ends only with the death of the smoker. 


Though he set himself once again on the path of quitting after he got the job in the sugar mill on his 
father’s recommendation, his journey was hindered yet again after his first marriage collapsed. The pack 
of cigarettes increased, and his asthma attack became more frequent, to suppress which he started 
taking quick relief oral steroids. He coughed and wheezed all the time and his nose was almost always 


blocked with the mucus. 


However, yet another attempt of abstinence started after his second marriage. This time he stayed away 
from it for quite long, as he had started working on it in a different way. He had started taking care of 


himself physically and mentally, as Shyam, who was then only a colleague to him, had once said while 
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advising him against smoking: all the bad habits occur together. So he had started sleeping enough, 
eating right and exercising regularly. Whenever he felt stress, he would — as Shyam had advised — find a 
quiet place, would sit down, would close his eyes and would start taking deep breaths. If even that 
didn’t help, he would drink a glass of water, or would go for a walk, or would start listening to the music. 
“Smoking is a human-slayer, not a problem-killer,” he would repeat to himself every night before going 


to sleep. 


He did whatever he could to quit his smoking this time forever. 


But every endurance has a threshold: under the cumulative pressure caused by the simultaneous 
turbulence in both his house and his office, he broke down once again and boomeranged to the same 
spot where he had started from. And after getting transferred, the company of the drunkards made him 


a heavy drinker as well. 


His health deteriorated, but he wouldn’t care. His mother, on his visits to the town, would show her 
concern, but he would brush off her solicitude irritatingly. The situation in the house worsened day by 
day, and with it increased his drinking and smoking, and with it diminished his desire to get transferred 


back. His parents finally left the town, and with it left his heart his little left out desire to come back. 


The desire, however, rekindled once again, albeit too late, when one day (a few days before he caught 
his wife red-handed with Kanhaiya) his daughter — while he was leaving for his posting after a week of 
leave — held his hand and begged him not to go and stay with them. He picked her in his arms and asked 
if anything was wrong, at which she shook her head sideways. But she requested him again not to go 
and started sobbing. His heart melted and the father in him awoke again. Caressing her back he said in 


his shaky voice: “I’ll come back Beta very soon, and this time forever.” 


162| Page 


That was the moment when he realized that he had been selfish all his life. His impatience and ego had 
taken a huge toll on his family. His children had had to suffer a lot because of his weakness. “But enough 
is enough,” he told himself and resolved to bring his family back on track. He decided that he would join 
rehabilitation center for de-addiction, and would fall at any minister’s feet this time for transfer. But if 


only all the things in life would go according to the plan! 


He didn’t know that life was lurking in the shadows to pounce upon him and trounce him once again. He 
had no clue that the shock the life was going to give him this time would prove to be the last nail in the 


coffin. 


Not even once had it occurred to him at the moment he had resolved to set everything right... that just a 


few days later the dust his conviction would bite. 


“| want to die,” he said once again. Infidelity — it’s hard for men to endure, a lot harder than it’s for 


women: male ego makes it harder for men, while women’s tears make it easier for them. 


He lied down on the charpai and closed his eyes. His entire life story had flashed before his eyes in past 
fifteen minutes — mostly tragic it was — replete with struggle and defeats at many fronts. The ending, he 
said to himself, too would be tragic. “But it must end now. It's been enough. I've lived more than my fair 


share of tragedy.” 


He opened his eyes and raised his head from his lying position as he heard the footsteps entering the 
house. It was Shobha, the rascal's wife, and Supriya. Shobha looked at him: there was empathy in her 
eyes, as both shared the same grief. Supriya's face was still red and her eyes swollen; she didn't look at 


him while passing through verandah. “She is scared perhaps... And why not! She just saw the monstrous 
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side of her father a few minutes ago... It's natural for a child...” He opened his lips to say something, but 


before the tired lips could spew words they had already crossed over the verandah. 


“My children! How will they face this world? | being punished — | can understand... It may be the curse of 
Karma... But what wrong have they done? Why do they have to see all this? Why do they have to pay for 
the sins committed by their parents? My heart aches for them... They deserve better parents... If only | 
could go back and undo all the mistakes | have done so far so that my children wouldn’t have to suffer... 


But | can’t travel back... The tunnel is blocked.” 


164| Page 


The Peaceful Refuge 


“If only | had told mommy,” wished Supriya as she ran to Kanhaiya Chacha’s house, “that | knew her 
dirty secret, she would’ve stopped it altogether, and papa wouldn’t be beating her now... Papa is so 
furious... like a monster! What will happen now? Will he kill mommy? What will happen to us then? 
Kanhaiya Chacha must apologize to papa and request him to leave mommy be... Or Shobha Chachi 
should do it on his behalf... Or what will happen to us? My little brother — he so cute and innocent; he 


mustn’t go through all this.” 


Supriya was panting heavily as she reached Kanhaiya’s house. She wiped the tears off her cheeks and 
knocked the door with her trembling hands. No sooner had Shobha opened the door than Supriya asked 


sobbingly: “Has Kanhaiya Chacha come?” 
“No Beta! What happened?” enquired Shobha. 


Supriya caught hold of Shobha’s hand and tried to pull her outside: “Chachi please come along! Papa is 


beating mommy... He’ll kill her... Please save her... Please apologize to him.” 
“Wait... Wait... Wait... What happened Beta? Apologize to whom? And for what?” 


“Papa caught mommy and Kanhaiya Chacha...” said Supriya amidst her sobs and then pulled at her hand 


again. 


Shobha took a deep breath and uttered grinding her teeth: “It’s good... | have been praying for this 


moment for long... He should kill her.” 
Supriya left Shobha’s hand and burst into a vehement cry. 


“Oh! Sorry Beta! | just... You please don’t cry.” 
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Supriya got hold of Shobha’s hand again and begged: “Please Chachi! Come along! And apologize! Or 


what will happen to me and my little brother?” 


Shobha pondered for a moment and then said: “Ok... Let’s go.” 


Supriya froze from inside as she saw her father lying on the charpai in the verandah... She clutched 
Shobha Chachi’s hand tight and walked beside her in an attempt to hide herself from her father. She 
didn’t want to look at him, so petrified she was... The red-in-rage-monster-face was still fresh in her 
memory, and his dirty abuse while beating her mother: “Saali Randi” still pained her ears. When her 
mother had tried to explain, he had hurled the abuse once again: “Chup Saali Randi! One word and I'll 


shove a rod down your throat!” 


She took a deep breath when they had crossed over the verandah. Gopal, whom she could see from the 
living room, was sitting in a corner of the room, his face still white with fear. She turned to Shobha 
Chachi and enquired: “We won’t tell him anything, will we?” and smiled meekly when Shobha Chachi 


assured that they won't. 


She walked to her brother and Shobha Chachi followed. She sat beside her brother and caressed his 
head. She felt sorry for having been failed to keep her little brother from waking up and witnessing the 
horrendous scene: she reminisced how she had put her hands over his ears when her father had been 
banging the door, but the banging was too loud to be smothered. She remembered how she, who 
herself had been shivering, had taken her little brother in her arms and tried to lull him, but he wouldn’t 
calm down... It was only when she had heard the slaps and punches in the next room that she, leaving 


her brother there only, had run to the next room. It was only when she had started crying that her 
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father had stopped his punches. It was only when her father’s burning brutal eyes had stared into her 


dismayed damp eyes that she, frightened to the core, had run outside to call someone for help. 


Shobha Chachi walked to the next room as Supriya stayed back with her brother. The door connecting 
the two rooms was open: Supriya wondered who had opened the door. Her mommy was, as she had 
seen through the open connecting door while entering her own room, sitting on the floor, sobbing, with 
her head between her knees. She wondered if her father had stopped beating her mother after she had 
left the scene, or if he had smacked her more, even harder, after she had left. She looked at her brother, 
who seemed to be still frightened, and gave him a warm smile in order to allay his fears, to assure him 


that she was always there with him to protect him and to take care of him. 


"What happened didi?" she heard Shobha Chachi from the next room — as the connecting door was 
open, the voice was clearly audible. "You know I’ve been waiting for this moment... for long now... | 
knew... | knew what was going on between you and my husband... | hated him coming here, and | fought 
with him over it... a lot... again and again... But he wouldn’t listen — you had so bewitched him... A 
woman truly loves her husband and her husband reciprocates her love by sharing his bed with another 
woman... You don’t know the pain of being cheated on... It shatters one’s soul completely and 
irrevocably... | cried my heart out, but there was nobody to listen... A woman in our country, after 
marriage, can’t count on anyone else if her husband isn’t with her... Her husband is her only support... 
And you snatched that too from me...” There was a pause and then a moment later: “No! | was wrong 
about a woman having her only support as her husband... It’s true only for women like me... But there 
are whores who have multiple supports in their lives...” There was a pause again and then again: “You 
can’t imagine how much | hated you... | cursed you every day... but that wasn’t enough to relieve my 
pain... | hated myself when | looked myself in the mirror... | wondered if | was ugly indeed... if | didn’t 


deserve him... For months | kept on blaming myself... | thought that it was my mistake that | couldn’t 
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keep my husband from getting captured... But you know time is a great teacher: it teaches everything... 
It took a suicide attempt for me to realize, to my relief, that if a man is characterless, he would indulge 
in adultery, no matter what, even if he has the most beautiful woman for his wife... It’s just about one’s 


character...” A pause followed again, this time a bit longer. 


“Yes, you heard it right,” continued Shobha Chachi. “| tried once to kill myself, but the amount of phenyl 
| gulped in was probably not enough. It’s good that | didn’t die, or how would | get to see you like this! 


It’s the compensation | get from you two, for the wrong you’ve done to me... 


“After | survived my suicide attempt, | hoped that my husband would put a stop on his cheating, but you 
had so gripped him that he had turned blind to my plight... My soul was once again drowning in sorrow, 
and the thought of another suicide attempt had started seeping in... But then one day as | woke up | felt 
that | had changed overnight... There was no grief anymore... Perhaps | had shed enough tears for my 
pain... My husband’s infidelity bothered me no more. | was happy that | had got over him, but when 
Supriya came to my house today and told me about today’s incident, | felt a gratifying pleasure inside 


my heart. Then only | realized that though | had doused the fire, a spark was still beneath the ash... 


“You can’t realize how light-headed | am feeling right now... Don’t get me wrong: it’s not a sadistic 
pleasure... It’s just that my faith in Karma has restored and | am now feeling so optimistic about my life. | 
know God will set everything right in my life... | shouldn’t have lost faith in Him... We lose faith in him 
because we aren’t perspicacious enough... We’re actually a bunch of atheists, albeit we pretend 
otherwise... We should always remember that it’s only when Draupadi had completely surrendered 


herself to the almighty that His grace manifested.” 
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“Logel! Logel! | am going to Lu-su Amumu Palk! Logel Logel!” lisped Gopal on his walkie-talkie that his 


Kanhaiya Chacha had gifted him on his third birthday — just the previous day. 


“Roger that Detective Gopal. | am on Tullu the Train, on my way to the Loop-N-Swoop Amusement park. 


| will reach there in five minutes. Roger.” It was Supriya on another walkie talkie. 


Gopal ran towards the Loop-N-Swoop Amusement Park, which was placed at the center of their 
grandfather’s garden, but tumbled on his way. His face twitched as he was about to cry, but on 
Detective Supriya’s morale boosting — “Detective Gopal is brave! He doesn’t cry” — he stood up and ran 


again towards the Loop-N-Swoop Park. 


Supriya placed down Tullu the Train under Jagannath, their grandfather’s favorite mango tree, and said 


on her walkie-talkie: “Good Detective Gopal! | am on my way,” and she too ran towards the toy-park. 


“| will... | will... | will chhalch didi... aaa... no ... Deketive Thupliya... | will... | will.” And Detective Gopal 
started searching for the pearl which Chandu Chor had stolen and hidden in the park. He scratched his 
head as he tried to recollect what Detective Supriya had told him about the spot where the pearl was 
hidden: “From the top go along the string, turn left and go till...” He couldn’t recall further, so asked 


Detective Supriya: "aaa... Whail aftel the stling didi... aaa... Deketive Thupliya?" 


"After the string,” replied Detective Supriya, “turn left and go till the mirror, and then go downwards to 


the bottom-most shelf. Inside it is the pearl that will make us rich..." 


Detective Gopal's eyes flashed with the prospect: "And we will buy mole toys and aichkleem and 


thokolets, and ... aaa... Will we have to chhalch anothal pall to buy mole?" 


"No dumbo, we will be rich enough and we can buy anything we want." 


"A doggy? Can we buy a doggy? | like doggies." 
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"Yes! We can buy as many doggies as we want." 


"Can | have a ride on that doggy didi?" 


"Yes my baby! You can." 


"Will you too sit on that doggy with me?" 


"Yes baby, | will sit with you so that you don't fall off it." And she squeezed his cheeks. 


"Papa... Papa..." yelled Detective Gopal suddenly, and leaving his queries midway, ran towards his father 


whom he had just seen through the open window of their room, which opened to the garden. 


Supriya already knew that her father was coming that day after his election duty, but was hardly excited 


about it... 


She stayed where she was standing for a moment and then walked to the fence of the garden, behind 
which the lowland was filled — as in every rainy season — with the rain water. She could see from the 
fence the poor children of Chilmania Toli sitting on the opposite side of the pond, in line, each holding a 
bamboo stick in their hands, indulged in fishing: some were sitting still, waiting for the fish to fall for the 
bait, while some others were doing something with their fishing hooks — probably piercing through the 
bait. She loved to watch them fishing... A strong urge emerged inside her — just like it had, about a year 
ago — to have a fishing kit of her own, to go out there and fish for herself and her little brother, but she 


curbed her desire anyhow... 


She had to... For she had requested her mother the previous rainy season to buy her a fishing kit, but her 
mother had denied it right away saying: “You are not supposed to imitate those dehaati boys! Are you 


1” 


going to be a fisher woman in your future? Try to behave like a cultured girl!” For her grandfather, who 


had overheard her request, had bought her a fishing kit the very next day, but when her mother had 
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seen her sitting with the boys assuaging her yearning, she had slapped her hard upon her return, had 
broken her fishing rod and thrown the kit away into the pond. For she had cried and shed tears to the 
point of drying up her eyes, but still her mother hadn’t yielded. For her mother had shouted upon her 
grandfather when he had tried to convince her mother, which had led to a big fight between her mother 
and her grandmother. For her father too had taken her mother’s side when she had told him about the 


matter. 


She had had to give up on her desire, but she just realized a few moments ago that her longing hadn’t 
yet died. She had just slipped her wings of desire under the carpet, but it was still there, alive and eager 
to flutter. She would’ve taken her flight to freedom, but the shackle of society was too heavy for a child 
her age. So she rather surrendered, and decided to squeeze the most out of whatever the society had 
permitted for her: she decided to live her desire through the poor boys; she decided that she would 
come to the fence every day and watch them fishing; she decided that she would try to derive happiness 
from the poor boys’ success in their endeavor. She, therefore, rested her chin upon the fence and 


delved deep into the beautiful scene that lay before her eyes. 


It was merely an hour since she had submerged herself when she heard shouts from inside her house. 
She ran back to front door and dashed inside the living room. Her father was damning her grandmother. 
She couldn’t understand why her father was doing so, but the words her father was using — she hated 
him for that. She felt for her grandmother and so wanted to protect her from the hurtful jibes her father 


was throwing at her, but she was quite aware of her own limitations at the same time. 


She had grown quite fond of her grandparents, especially her grandfather, in the last couple of years, 
and they had created a special place in her heart. So when they left Kamla Sadan forever, it created a 


void inside her heart, vast and painful. And for long she kept on wandering, bitter and blue, through the 
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space left by their absence. She would curse her mother, would quarrel with her and whenever the pain 


leaped beyond the limit, she would shed silent tears in solitude. 


When there is a void inside heart, a vortex of emotions begins spinning about the vacuum and all the 
emotions start competing to eat up the void. In her case it was once again the fondness which ultimately 
succeeded — the fondness towards someone, which she would later regret heavily. But the moment 
when the feeling seeped inside her heart filling up the void, she felt a quenching satisfaction inside her 


hungry soul. 


After her grandparents were gone, Kanhaiya Chacha’s visit to Kamla Sadan became more frequent — it 
became almost daily. Initially she didn’t like him coming to her house, but gradually her perception 
towards him changed and eventually she started liking him. Within a year he had become her best 


friend and her confidante. 


She had always been a secretive child with her complex, convoluted, and private inner world, and he 
had come in her life as someone who had the ability to get even the most closed off person to open up. 
Their conversation would usually start off from small talks, and then their small talks would gain 
momentum, all thanks to his magnetic personality, and then they would chat garrulously for hours, 


mostly nonsense. 


He would patiently listen to her deepest feelings or desires, however wayward they may be, without 
judging her or questioning her or scolding her — unlike her parents. He would rather encourage her and 
show his support to everything she said, even if he found it stupid... He would walk with her in the 
garden. He would spend time with her. He would crack jokes to her. He would tell her interesting crime 
stories. He would take her and her brother to the market in his car and would buy them gifts... Basically 


he did everything which could make him a well-wisher in the eyes of every family member. 
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For Supriya he had been nothing short of a hero, who had rescued her from her inner dark dungeon, and 
ushered her into a bright shiny world. But every story has a villain. While Kanhaiya was the ultimate hero 
in her story, it was her mother who played the role of the ultimate villain. It was her mother who stood 
as a wall between them. She would hate it when her mother would come to them after finishing off her 
household chores and would scold her to get back to her room for study. She would request her mother 
daily to give her some more time with him, but her mother wouldn’t budge, and would take Kanhaiya 


Chacha to her own room. 


But then she had learnt to squeeze the most out of what life afforded her. She knew that she had only a 
couple of hours before her mother would come back from her errands and take away her amusement, 
so she tried to make the most of the time she got to spend with him. To make sure that they wouldn’t 
run off the things to talk about, she would plan beforehand during the lunchtime in her school as to 
what all she would talk about with him that day; the small talks she would rehearse, which would kick- 
start the conversation for her; the questions she would list down that she would ask him to get the witty 


and spicy answers from him — unlike her father who would get readily irritated by her questions. 


By the year she turned ten, her fondness towards him had grown too big — she had got used to him. She 
would become restless the day he didn’t come and would even walk to his house to see if he was fine. 
The next day when he would come she would pretend to be angry with him by transmitting him 
negative signals or giving subtle communication cues, and would expect him to placate her. Sometimes 
he would, while mostly he wouldn’t, at which she would melt on her own, and would then tell him how 
much she had missed him and how difficult it was for her to spend those couple of hours without him. 
He wouldn’t say anything to her, but would just give her a strange smile, which would make her fall 
weak at her knees. He would squeeze her cheeks, or would caress her back, which would send current 


down her spine. 
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Soon he started getting too cozy with her. It started the day when she innocently sat upon his lap while 
chatting. Moments later she felt something hard touching her bum. She asked if he was keeping 
something hard inside his pocket, at which he took her hand and placed it between his thighs and said 


flirtingly: “It’s our secret... Nobody should know this.” She shook her head in affirmation. 


After that day it became their customary position during their chats. He would kiss on her cheeks amidst 
their conversation, would touch her lips, caress her back, pinch at her butt, but she wouldn’t object to it. 


She knew it was something wrong, but she liked it. 


It remained a secret between them until the day her mother barged in their room and caught them red- 
handed. Her jaw dropped in a silent scream of horror, as her mother shouted at her. She hopped off his 
lap like a shot, but her mother’s fury seemed uncontainable. Red with rage her mother walked to her 


and hit a hard slap on her cheek, and then took Kanhaiya Chacha to her own room. 


Supriya, one hand on her cheek whereupon she had been slapped, while another trembling at her side, 
stood there motionless, as if her legs were frozen into the place. She crouched into a crawl and dragged 
herself to a corner, gasping and choking. She could feel the sweat trickling down her back, the throbbing 
of her eyes, the ringing screams vibrating in her ears, and thumping of her heart against her chest. She 
felt traumatized: she couldn’t believe her dirty secret was revealed to her mother. “What-will-mommy- 
do, will-she-tell-papa, will-papa-beat-me, will-they-kick-me-out-of-this-house, how-will-l-face-them — 
the questions like these started hurting her mind and her head started spinning. She feared that she 
would have to live the rest of her life in shame, and would have to face everyone, who would look down 
upon her with disdain. “If only | could leave this house, leave this town, cast off my identity and start off 
somewhere anew!” she told herself despairingly. But she knew that she couldn’t do that. She knew that 


she would have to face her fears; the only thing she didn’t know was how. 
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“(Little pig! Little Pig! Let me in! Let me in!’ said the wolf. But the first little pig saw the wolf’s big paws 


through the keyhole, and said: ‘No! No! No! Not by the hairs on my chinny chin chin.’”” 


The chinny-chin-chin sounded funny to Gopal, and he burst into a laughter. “Chinny-Chin-Chin,” he said 


and laughed once again. 


A smile cropped up on Supriya’s face too, but she put her finger on her lips for Gopal to keep quiet. 


“Mommy will wake up, and will be angry,” said Supriya in a hushed tone. 


Gopal, imitating her, put his finger on his lips as well and whispered: “Okay okay! | will not laugh... 


please continue with the story!” 


Supriya pulled up the blanket to cover their heads, so as to muffle the voice in case Gopal laughed again. 


It had been almost a year after the day Supriya was caught with Kanhaiya Chacha, but nobody, to her 
relief, had ever after discussed the matter in the house. Neither had her mother ever told her father 
about her secret (as far as she could guess), nor had she ever embarrassed her by speaking with her 


about that. Her mother, however, had got stricter after the day. 


It’s not that Kanhaiya Chacha’s coming to house ceased after the day, it didn’t, but her mother wouldn't 
let him meet her. Whenever he came, her mother would usher him to her own room and wouldn't let 
him come out. She was instructed as well to go to bed along with her brother after having after-school- 


lunch and not come out of her room till the evening. 


She readily agreed, but her brother cried and protested, and wouldn’t yield even after a couple of slaps 


right across his face. It’s only when she lured him into the temptation of the stories that she promised to 
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tell him in the bed that he submitted. It then became her duty to read her little brother a story every 


noon from her story book, and lull him into sleep. 


That day she was reading the story of The Three Little Pigs, whose mother sent them out into the world 
to seek their fortunes when they were old enough. The little pigs left and built houses, each for 
themselves — the first one out of straw, the second one out of sticks, and the third one out of bricks. All 
the three pigs were happy with their work, until one night a big bad wolf, which dearly loved to eat fat 


little piggies, came along and saw the first little pig in his house of straw. 


“Continue didi, please!” said Gopal once again. 


“Then |,” continued Supriya, “will huff! And | will puff! And | will blow your house down!’ said the wolf 
red with rage. As the lazy first pig had built his house out of straw, the wolf huffed and he puffed and 


blew the house down.” 


“Then did he eat the pig, didi?” asked Gopal in whispers. 


“No! No! You don’t have to ask questions in the middle of the story: that | have told you many a time! 


You just have to listen.” 


“Okay okay! Sorry Sorry! | won’t! | won’t!” and he shook his head. 


“Then the wolf,” continued Supriya again, “opened his mouth, and with all his might bit as hard as he 


could... But... the pig ran hither and thither... and...” 


“What is hither and thither didi?” interjected Gopal again. 


“Aaaan! | told you!” 
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“Okay okay! Sorry Sorry! | will ask in the end!” 


“That means here and there... Then the pig jumped here and there, and somehow managed to escape, 
and ran away to hide with the second little pig... The wolf continued down the lane and he passed by the 
second house made of sticks; and he saw the house, and he smelled the pigs inside, and his mouth 
began to water again as he thought about the fine dinner they would make. So he knocked on the door 
and said: ‘Little pig! Little Pig! Let me in! Let me in!’ Then the two pigs said in fear: ‘No! No! No! Not by 


the hairs on my chinny chin chin.’” 


Gopal chuckled again. 


“Aaaaan! You promised!” 


“Okay Okay!” said Gopal and put his finger on his lips again. 


“Then | will huff! And | will puff! And | will blow your house down!’ said the wolf again in fury. And he 
huffed and he puffed and he blew the house down! The wolf was greedy and he tried to catch both pigs 
at once, but he was too greedy and got neither! His big jaws clamped down on nothing but air and the 
two little pigs scrambled away as fast as their little hooves would carry them. The wolf chased them 
down the lane and he almost caught them. But they made it to the brick house and slammed the door 
closed before the wolf could catch them. The three little pigs they were very frightened, they knew the 
wolf wanted to eat them. And that was very, very true. The wolf hadn't eaten all day and he had worked 
up a large appetite chasing the pigs around and now he could smell all three of them inside and he knew 
that the three little pigs would make a lovely feast. So the wolf knocked on the door and said: ‘Little 


pigs! Little pigs! Let me in! Let me in!’ and then the three scared pigs said..." 


She paused and whispered: “Are you asleep baby?” 


There was no reply. 
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She put the book aside and closed her eyes. She had just fallen asleep when a wail woke her up. She was 
not sure, but it was probably her mother’s wail. She thought to get off the bed and go to see what was 
going on, but fearing her mother’s fury stopped short... She waited for a minute, looked at her brother 
sleeping beside her, and then mustered courage to get off the bed. She hopped off, and with the silent 
steps walked the door connecting the rooms. She put an ear against the door, but nobody was talking. 
All she could hear was panting and gasping. She couldn’t make out what the panting was all about. 
Confused she was about to turn around when her sight fell upon the crack on the door, and she fixed 


her eyes against the crack. 


All she could see was a man’s naked back in to-and-fro rhythmic motion, and a pair of legs wrapped 
around his waist and raised high, pointing towards the roof. At first she couldn’t comprehend what was 
going on, but the moment she could latch on to that — something dreadful pushed against her like an 
invisible violent storm and drove her back to her bed. She slipped under the blanket, pulled it above her 
head, and shut her eyes with all her might, in an effort to erase the scene from her mind she had just 
witnessed, but the scene was obstinately unwilling to disappear. She tried to force herself to sleep, but 


the sleep had possibly slipped into an oblivion. 


A tremendous hurricane of thoughts passed over her mind and made her sanity a wreck. A multitude of 
question arose in her mind, only to be forced by herself to settle unsated down the sink. Her honest 
mind flittered over the hypocrite world and her naive soul feared the mask that hid one’s ugliness. She 


tried to make peace with the harsh reality, but it wasn’t easy for delicate soul like her. 


On the dining table in the evening, as her mother asked what’s wrong with her as she looked tense, she 
just shook her head sideways. She wanted to shout at her mother aloud and tell her that she knew her 
dirty secret and she hated her for being a hypocrite, but words seemed too heavy to come out of her 
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lips. For the first time in her life she was missing her father. An urge rebelled inside her to tell her father 
everything and put an end to it altogether, but, alas, she couldn’t. There was a dirty secret of her own, 


which her mother knew. 


Next day after finishing off her after-school-lunch, she walked to the living room and sat onto the sofa. 
She could feel the fear inside her chest waiting to take over and propelling her to anxiety. Her heart rate 
accelerated and her muscles tensed as her mind replayed the scene she had witnessed the previous day 
in short loop. She didn’t want to go to bed that day; she didn’t want to see what she saw yesterday. So 
when her brother came to her and tugged at her hand to walk along to the bed and complete the story 


that she was reading him the previous day, she wouldn’t budge. 


He then walked to their mother and said: “Mommy Mommy... You know the pigs said: not the hairs 


chinny chin chin,” and he burst into laughter. 


“Haaaaan! Enough of masti! Time to go to bed!” said their mother indifferently. 


“Didi isn’t coming with me... Please tell her na!” said he scratching his head. 


A chill crept over Supriya as her mother gave her a hard stare. Either it was a different stare from the 
ones her mother used to give her in anger till the previous day, or the scene of the previous day had 
formed a different image altogether of her mother inside her subconscious — an image of a wicked witch 


who could go to any extent to have her way. 


She sprang onto her feet and dashed to her room. Her brother followed. 


“And now,” started Supriya in her shaky voice, from the point she had left the previous day, after they 


had slipped under the blanket, “he could smell all three of them inside and he knew that the three little 
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pigs would make a lovely feast. So the wolf knocked on the door and said: ‘Little pigs! Little pigs! Let me 
in! Let me in!’ But the little pigs saw the wolf's narrow eyes through the keyhole, so they answered back: 


‘No! No! No! Not by the hairs on our chinny chin chin!” 


She was reading the story like a news bulletin: the voice modulation and underlying emotion, which 
would make the story interesting for her brother, was absent that day. Still the chinny-chin-chin 
managed to stir him up to a muffled laugh. She didn’t bother and kept on reading until the story ended 
with the wolf — infuriated on being unsuccessful in huffing and puffing down the brick house and trying 
to enter the house by the way of chimney — falling into the boiling pot of water, and the pigs eating him 


in supper. 


She looked aside under the blanket: his brother had fallen asleep. She put the book aside, and closed 
her eyes, but her eyes stung. The sleep was absent. She tossed and turned but couldn’t find the right 
position which could invite the sleep. So finally, she turned to her back and pulled down the blanket to 
her neck. With eyes wide open she kept on staring at the bare ceiling, but shut them abruptly moments 
later, as the previous day’s scene flashed before her eyes out of nowhere, and brought about a sick 


feeling inside her guts. 


“| won't go to the door today and won’t see anything,” she whispered to herself. She turned to her side 
and curled herself into a ball, with both her hands between her knees. A part of her, however, seemed 
to be in rebellion against her conviction. A war ensued and she tried to conquer the rebellious part, but 


lost eventually. It was not long before her eyes were fixed against the crack of the door. 


The voices coming from across the room was a bit audible that day. She could hear vaguely that 
Kanhaiya Chacha was insisting upon something which her mother didn’t want to do. Kanhaiya Chacha’s 
hands were at her mother’s waist and he was trying to turn her over. Her mother was almost crying: 
“Not today, please it pains a lot... please.” 
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“Yesterday, too, you didn’t do that,” said Kanhaiya Chacha. “You never do that... You never let me do 


what I want...” 


“Please understand... It’s paining... Next time | will let you do...” implored her mother. 


“Your husband is coming tomorrow... | don’t know when he will go back... I’ll have to wait... | hate 


waiting for anything.” And he lay back to his side. 


“Please... For me!” 


“Yeah! That’s what | have been doing... Doing all the things for you!” 


“That’s why | love you na! That’s why | gave you everything...” 


“That’s because your husband is a namard, who can’t fuck you even for a minute and gets flat... that 


asthmatic namard!” This was followed by his chuckle. 


“I don’t like these words.” said her mother in her strict voice. 


“Oh sorry... | didn’t mean to hurt you... | love you...” And he ran his fingers through her mother’s hair. 


Her mother wrapped her arms around him and rested her head upon his chest. 


A few moments later, he pushed her head down to his waist, between his legs. 


The next day when Supriya came back from school, she saw her father resting in his room. She felt 


relieved and unburdened. 


After having her lunch, she retreated to her own room along with her brother and soon her brother fell 


asleep. 


181 | Page 


She got off the bed and walked to the connecting door and rested her eyes against the crack: to her 
relief, both her parents were sleeping: her father was lying on his back and was snoring loudly, while her 
mother was on her side, her face away from her father. She walked back to her bed and sat down. She 
wasn’t feeling sleepy at all. So she stood up again, walked to the main door of her room, pushed the 


door open, and walked outside. 


Standing at the fence, with both her elbows thereupon and her chin cupped in her hands, she watched 
and cherished the boys fishing. The pond was still half filled with rainwater — it had rained a lot that 


rainy season. 


She got alarmed as she heard a rustling sound across the fence as if a snake slithered through the fallen 
leaves. She pulled back a couple of steps but stopped as she saw a human head. She stepped forward 
and stretched her neck to see who it was. It was Hariom clad in his tattered clothes, sitting across the 
fence on his haunches, and scattering the leaves that lay beside the pond, as if he was looking for 
something. She wondered where he had been these days — she hadn’t seen him ever since the day his 


father had come to her grandfather asking about the whereabouts of his son. 


She was about to call out to him, but stopped short, as a distant voice called out her name. She looked 
in the direction: it was Sonu the swine — one of the lazy loafers and hooligans of the Mohalla, who had 
nothing better to do with their lives than hanging around in MS College field or outside Durga Mandir 


campus throughout the day and eve teasing every passing girl or woman. 


He signaled at her from the balcony of his own house, and shouted out aloud: “What are you doing?” 


“Nothing, just watching them fishing,” and she pointed her finger towards the boys. 


“Why here? Don’t you watch fishing in your house?” 


She couldn’t understand what he meant. 
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“Why!” he continued. “Your mother is expert at catching fish!” and he burst out laughing. 


Now she could understand what he was inferring. She didn’t respond and turned her head away. 


“Are you, too, expert at it? Then | am ready to be caught!” and then again there was a burst of laugh. 


She felt mortified, frozen to the spot. 


“Hey! Look here, look here,” he yelled. 


She turned her head towards him. 


He was flaunting his dark cucumber, which was hanging out of the zipper of his pants, and was jerking 


that back and forth. 


She hoicked her head away in fear, stood there for a moment motionless, and then ran back inside her 


house. 


Then next day she told her father that she had seen Hariom the previous day and asked him if he knew 
where he had been these days... Her father before warning her to stay away from the mentally deranged 
boy — as he could be dangerous as her father said — let her know that after fighting with everyone in his 
family Hariom had taken the train to Chennai, and when the TTE had caught him without ticket, 
fortunately he remembered his neighbor's landline number. The TTE had then called upon that number 
and asked his father to take him back as soon as possible. “His father,” said her father, “after bringing 
him back got him admitted in the government hospital, but the government hospitals in our country are 


as useless as the government itself... And private hospitals are only for people with deep pockets.” 
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She wondered what must have gone wrong inside Hariom’s brain that made him a nutcase. Did he ever 
hurt his head badly and go insane — as they show in movies? Or did some worm enter his head and 
infect his brain? And if later was the case how could the worm enter his head? Through nostrils? Or 
through veins? She wanted to quench her curiosity, but she knew that nobody in the house was 
qualified enough to answer her question. She wanted to meet Hariom once again, but Sonu the swine’s 


scornful smile still frightened her. 


She had been feeling low since morning the day her father was to leave for his posting (Sunday it was). 
For the first time in her life she realized her father’s value. Though she was the least connected to him in 
the family, she somehow felt safe in his presence. Since morning she had been working upon finding a 
fitting reason to stop him from leaving, but couldn’t figure it out till the time of his departure. It was 
only when he was at the front door of the house with his bag in his hand that she ran to him, held his 


hand, and teary-eyed begged him not to leave. 


A couple of days after her father left, as Kanhaiya Chacha’s visit to the house resumed, so did her visit to 
the garden. It was the only way out for her to keep herself from the temptation to watch the rumpy- 
pumpy of her own mother. To her relief Sonu the swine was not there again in his balcony to coquet 
her. So daily after her brother fell asleep, she would get off her bed, nudge open the main door of her 
room, walk with silent steps to the front door of the house, slide softly the latch thereof, and then run to 


the backside after gently opening the door. 


The first thing she would do after coming to the fence was stretch her neck and see if Hariom was there 
across the fence, but he didn’t turn up again, until a week later when she saw him half submerged in the 


pond, scribbling something on the muddy edge with a pebble. She strained her eyes in order to decipher 
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what he was scribbling, but to no avail. She clucked her tongue and waved at him to come across to her 


side of the fence... He complied. 


“What were you doing,” she asked him. 


He looked at him skeptically for a moment and then replied: “High level mathematics... you won't 


understand," and he sat down and started scribbling on the ground again with his pebble. 


"Where were you these days," she asked again. 


"I was busy,” replied he irritatingly. “I am ona mission.” And he got back to scribbling again. 


“What mission?” 


He looked at her angrily, and replied in his coarse voice: “On a mission to solve the ultimate mystery of 
this universe... | am trying to find the solution to an unsolved equation, which even Newton and Einstien 
couldn’t solve.” He paused for a moment and then continued: “Newton... Einstein... They weren’t as 


smart as | am... It’s just that they were good at English...” 


"What equation are you talking about?" 


"The equation to find out the value of unknown variables like God, Dharma and Karma... | am trying to 
deduce a formula... It's going to be a universal formula... After solving this, everything else will be 
solved..." He paused again and then looked at her furiously: "Now don't waste my time! Or | will hit you! 


Go away!" 


She sat down beside him but asked no more question. She couldn’t understand a bit of what he was 
scribbling, but she kept on watching. The mathematical symbols, the words like Dharma, God, Duty, 
English and others — scribbled on the ground — looked enigmatic to her... He would scribble and then 


erase and then would scribble something else again... And she kept on watching, thrilled and awestruck. 


185 | Page 


A few minutes later he stood up, walked to the fence, crossed over and then jumped into the pond, and 
started catching fish with his hands. On her asking why he was doing what he was doing he replied, to 
her astonishment, that he was sharpening his brain. She wondered if catching fish with hands could 
indeed sharpen one’s brain. She watched him in amazement as he jumped hither and thither in order to 
catch fish drifting in frenzy. Ultimately he succeeded, but throwing the caught fish back into the pond, 


and walked back to the edge, and jumped across the fence to the garden. 


As he came back, his wet tattered clothes were stuck to his completely drenched skin, accentuating his 
big buttocks against his slender body. As he, shivering, sat down, his already tattered pants tore open at 


the crotch and his dark cucumber slipped through the hole and popped out between his legs. 


She averted her eyes and looked away at first, but then looked back a moment later, even as he 
immersed himself again in scribbling. His cucumber dangled as he scribbled and erased, and with 
hesitant eyes she looked at that in curiosity. A mixed feeling overcame her: a part of her wanted her to 
get up and get off, while another part pulled at her hand towards the hanging cucumber... Before she 


could make a conscious decision, her right hand was touching and feeling his cucumber. 


Within moments the cucumber grew large and she pulled back in shock. His hand seemed to have frozen 
and had stopped scribbling. She mustered courage again and lurched forward to feel the big black 
boner. As he sat there still, his hand still fixated to the ground, her hand moved back and forth upon his 
boner, just the way Sonu the swine was doing with his own. A piquant feeling overwhelmed her and her 
breathing sped up. She took his motionless hand in her trembling hand (other than the one with which 
she was stroking his boner) and pressed that against her lemons. Her heartbeat accelerated and so did 


the pace of her stroking, apparently in rhythm of each other. 


The rhythm broke only when her eyes fell upon Sonu the swine standing in his balcony, with a lusty 
smile upon his face, and his big black boner in his hand, stroking his boner fast. A chill ran down her 
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spine and her hand jerked away from Hariom’s crotch — she had been caught in the crime again, this 
time by someone who could harm her. Sonu the swine waved at her to the effect that he would be 
coming to the garden to join them. She, frightened to the core, sprung upon her feet and ran back to the 
front door. She ran straight to her room and slipped inside the blanket... Gopal was still in his deep 


sleep. 


In seconds she was curled tight in her bed... Panic swelled within her and she put her hand upon her lips 
to muffle the sobs of fear, but a small gasp managed to slip past. Her mind raced as all the 
apprehensions swarmed inside her head: “Will he come to the house and tell maa-papa about my dirty 
secret? Will he tell everybody in the mohalla to my shame and embarrassment? Will he hurt me if he 


ever catches me on my way to school? Will he force himself upon me? Did anyone else see me too?” 


Her thoughts paused as she just realized that she had swept past someone at the front door. She tried 
to figure out who it was, but she couldn’t — she had been fraught with such a fit of fear that she couldn’t 
notice. Adrenaline coursed through her system as it occurred to her that there was someone else too 
who might have seen her in the crime. She shuddered. She wanted to get off the bed and run to the 
front door to see if the person was still there, but fear had so hooked her to the bed that she couldn’t 
even move her toe. The dread grew more profound each passing moment, but she lay under the 
blanket, unaware of the passing afternoon, with a faint hope of miracle which could save her from the 


impending danger. 


That night she refused to have her supper — she seemed to have lost her appetite. On her mother’s 
insistence she cried in protest, whereat her mother screamed back: “If you don’t want to eat that’s 


okay... You don’t have to throw tantrums...” 


She was then ordered to go to her bed immediately... She complied, but her mind still churned on in the 
darkness like a sea in the storm. Lying on her bed she wrestled with all the apprehensions, but they 


187 | Page 


were hard to stamp down. Exhausted she felt a morsel of sleep somewhere there at the back of her 
mind, but she didn’t know how to reach there. All the lights of the house went off and soon a soothing 
silence spread its wings in the house, but her mind still echoed with noise... However, she felt the morsel 


of sleep growing larger with each passing moment as it approached her. 


She woke up in the morning, worn out with fatigue, and had to exert extra effort to move her arms and 
legs in order to get off the bed. While her body begged for more sleep, her mind was wide awake with 
all the apprehensions having started its clamor again... The shower felt like the drops of acid which only 
added to her body ache, and the breakfast lying on the dining table still failed to arouse hunger inside 


her. Her mother furiously took her plate off the table and threw her breakfast into the dustbin. 


Spending time in school was quite frustrating that day: her stomach was empty while her mind was still 
full of fears. A minute passed like hours and a period like months. The teachers’ lectures felt atrocious 
and her friends’ chatter during the recess annoying... Her mind wandered — at times to the garden 
where she wished she had curbed her desire the previous day, while at times back her home where she 
strained to anticipate what must be going on: if she was still safe or Sonu the swine had already told on 


her. She ached to allay her fears, but nothing she could do other than just wait. 


The first thing she did after she was back home was: she threw her bag at her bed and walked to the 
kitchen where her mother was. She stood at the door and tried to read her mother's face, and got 


relieved when her mother said: "Why are you standing here? Go and change! It's getting late." 


By the time she was in her bed after having her lunch, her fear had already halved. “If Sonu the swine 
were to tell on me, she would already have,” she told herself, her face wearing a smile of relief. When 
Gopal complained that she hadn’t brought any book to the bed to read him a story, she readily hopped 
off the bed, walked to her bookshelf, mused for a moment, took out a moral story book and got back to 
the bed. She pulled her baby brother in her arms and started reading the first chapter of the book which 
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told the story of twin sailor brothers whose ship, on their sea voyage, got wrecked in a storm and they 


got stranded ona deserted island. 


By the time the story ended with God appearing on the island and blessing the younger of the twin with 
a boon (as he was the one who had prayed for both unlike his brother), her brother had already dozed 


off. 


She put the book aside, got off the bed, and walked to the front door of the house and nudged it open. 
But then her mind changed and she returned without closing the door. She entered back her room, 
hopped onto her bed, and slipped into her blanket. She closed her eyes, and prayed for both herself and 
her mother, with the naive assumption that her prayer would be heard as well as she was praying for 


both herself and her mother. 


But it was not to be... Fatigued by the fearful strain throughout the day and the night’s poor sleep, she 
flaked out soon after her prayers, only to be woken up a few minutes later by the fierce banging upon 


the connecting door. 


"Please forgive me!” apologized her mother with her folded hands and teary eyes, as Supriya peeped 
through the window of the living room that opened to the verandah. “I know it’s a mistake 
unpardonable, | know nothing | can say or do can repair the damage I’ve done to our relationship, but 
please, for once, for our children’s sake, try to understand that | was lonely and unhappy, and was 
stupid enough to have such a grave lapse in judgment ... It’s not that | am trying to justify my sin... not at 
all... but only if | could tell you how sorry | am feeling right now... how torturously the remorse is 


\” 


gnawing at me 
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"You are lucky,” interjected her father in his coarse voice as he looked away. “I could have beaten you to 
death... You don’t know my anger... You have never seen the devil inside me... Maybe that’s why you 
dared to commit whatever you did! Now before the devil comes out and does something nasty, pack 


your bags and leave my house at once. | warn you not to try my patience. 


"And what about our children? They can’t live without me.” 


“That shouldn’t be your concern,” said her father indifferently. 


“Please!” and her mother dropped at her father’s feet. 


Her father kicked at her mother’s face and roared in fury, staring into her mother’s eyes: “I told you not 


to try my patience... | hate this drama and all...” 


"Why is mommy crying," asked Gopal in a hushed tone, who, unbeknownst to her, had just come to the 
window and was peeping through it, standing beside her. “Why is mommy lying on the ground? Is papa 


still beating her? Why is he angry?” 


“Why did you come outside?” scolded Supriya hushedly. “I told you to remain inside... Go back to the 


room... Now...” 


When Gopal didn’t budge, Supriya took him by his arms and dragged him to their room and pushed him 


upon the bed. 


“Ok... Ok... |won’t come outside,” said Gopal almost in tears, “but please tell me why papa is angry.” 


Supriya mused for a moment then said: "Even | don’t know why he is angry... PII ask him and let you 


know, but before that don’t come outside... Or... papa will get angry and beat you too... Do you want it?” 


Gopal shook his head no, his eyes betraying terror. 
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“Then wait here until | come back... Don’t move... Okay?” 


Gopal nodded. 


Even as Supriya was back at the window, his father yelled at someone: "Hey bhaag!" and hurled one of 


his slippers at him. 


Supriya stretched her neck to see who it was: to her horror it was Hariom, standing in the yard, with her 
big black boner in his hand. Her head span and her legs trembled as she felt the ground melting under 


her feet. 


Her father yelled once again, but Hariom didn’t budge. He then jumped off the charpai and chased 
Hariom outside the main gate and away. He then strode back to the verandah, and cast one more kick at 
her mother (still lying on the ground) on her chest: “Saali! You’ve incurred such a shame upon this 
family that | can’t even show my face to anyone in this town! The whole mohalla will now turn up at the 


gate to disgrace me.” 


A stifled sob spewed out of Supriya’s lips. Her face twitched, and her fists closed so tight that she could 
feel the sweat trapped inside them. She wanted to run outside and protect her mother from her father’s 
rage, but even the thought of facing her father in his fury was enough to numb her brain. She stood 
there still, and amidst her own sobs heard her mother utter sobbingly: "Ok kill me! | deserve this! But 
not everyone in this mohalla is deranged like the boy who will come at your gate to perform his crazy 


antics. Nobody knows... Who will tell them? We can bury it silently before it could rear its head." 


"Does he go to every house and flaunt his dick at everyone?” her father almost yelled. “Then why was 
he showing his dick to you?” He paused for a moment as if trying to figure out something, and then: 


Hey... wait... wait... Does he fuck you too? Do you fuck the whole mohalla, you whore?" 
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"Please!" her mother’s sobs have now turned into a wail. 


"No... No... No... Let him come back! | will ask him! And if he admits, | will break all the bones of your 


body and kill you, | swear." 


The panic had surrounded every limb of Supriya’s, and she squat down onto the floor. Her mind jumped 
from one door to another which could lead her out of the imminent danger, but she found every exit 
door closed. Her breathing accelerated, and when it became unbearable to her, she sprang upon her 


feet and ran to the washroom. 


She closed the door of the washroom from inside and leaned against it. She closed her eyes and strained 
her mind once again in search of a way out, but the fear had already pushed her mind into the 
blackness. "I am so dirty like my mother,” she cried to herself, “What should I do to purge myself off the 


mud that | have hurled upon myself?" 


She squatted down on her heels and started rocking, but stopped soon as her sight fell upon the bottle 
of phenyl at the shelf of the washroom. “I had tried once to kill myself, but the amount of phenyl | 
gulped in was not enough,” echoed in her ears. Her heart thumped unevenly in her chest, and tears 


rolled down her soft cheeks, but her hands stirred not even a bit to wipe them out. 


“It’s the only way out of this painful chaos... It’s the only peaceful refuge,” she told herself and pulled 
herself to her feet. One of her hands abruptly stretched out and picked the bottle off the shelf, while 
another twisted the cap open. She felt a meek resistance at her hand as it brought the open bottle to 
her lips, but subduing the resistance, it tilted the bottle upside down and gushed forth the phenyl into 
her mouth. She gulped and gulped until the bitter burning sensation in her throat denied the further 


intake altogether. She placed the bottle back to the shelf as she felt nauseated. She jerked herself 
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towards the washbasin, but she slipped and lost her footing, and hit her head at the corner of metallic 


washbasin stand. 
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The Modus Vivendi 


“What’s the point of going on in life burdened with the blood of one’s own child?” Savita’s soul 
screamed in the silence of the hospital hallway. Actually the hallway was not silent at all, but the guilt 
and pain within had numbed her brain to the outer world — her soul’s scream had turned her deaf and 
the tears welled up in her eyes had turned her blind, to the commotion going on in the hallway, just a 
few minutes ago, after the doctor had said: “Head injury is severe and her lungs have swollen... Situation 


is critical... but we’re trying our best... There’s a chance.” 


Though the doctor had offered them a ray of hope, deep within she could feel that it was a part of his 
step-wise action plan for breaking the bad news to them. With her heart chained with the piercing pain, 
she sat still like a statue on the hallway bench, with her head lying on her mother-in-law’s shoulder, 
while her husband along with her father and her father-in-law, whom she could barely see through her 
welled up eyes, stood a few steps away at the door of operation theater. Gopal had fallen asleep in 


Nisha’s lap who was sitting with her husband on the bench across her. 


By the evening everyone including her parents-in-laws had reached the hospital. When her mother-in- 
law had empathetically looked into her eyes and asked how the tragedy transpired, she had burst into a 
vehement cry: “It’s all my fault...Why don’t all of you kill me? | don’t deserve to live... | can’t live with this 


burden...” 


At that her mother-in-law had hugged her tight and patted her back like a mother, which had given a 
soothing touch to her pain, which she realized was probably the best medicine for her pain at that 
moment. “If only | hadn’t lost the God’s gift in my childhood,” she had told herself beneath her sobs... 
For the first time in a long while, ever since she had lost her mother, she had got an opportunity to feel 


it — a mother’s hug... 
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“If only | hadn’t ignored the thud sound from the washroom, we could probably have saved her,” she 
mused, her head still lying on her mother-in-law’s shoulder. “But how does it matter now that she is 
breathing the last hours of her life? She didn’t deserve a mother like me... I’ve always been too harsh on 


her... But what can | do about it now that she is ready to go away forever?” 


A couple of hours later, the doctor appeared the door of the OT again and said in his grave voice: 
“Cerebrovascular injury and pulmonary edema! The traumatic brain injury is severe. We’re doing 
everything possible to support her blood pressure and heart rate with medications... And her breathing 
with a ventilator... | wouldn’t like to give you false hope: the chances are quite bleak... almost none... 
Had she not hurt her head, she would have quite a fair chance, as the pulmonary edema isn’t that 
severe. Probably she vomited most of the phenyl she had gulped in... Anyways, only you have to decide 


when the ventilator is to be removed.” 


Savita’s lips quivered and her loud wail echoed in the hallway, even as her mother-in-law held her by her 


shoulder. 


“Is there no hope at all doctor saab?” asked her father-in-law. 


“We'll wait, until you finally make up your mind... Till then let’s hope for a miracle!” said the doctor 


before taking their leave. 


It’s only when her son, Gopal, had entered the verandah, crying, in his wet pants that her husband’s 


wrathful cursing had stopped. 
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“It’s not my fault; nobody opened the door,” said Gopal crying. “I knocked on the door and waited... and 


then knocked again... and kept on knocking... but nobody opened... | couldn’t control... 


She pulled him towards herself, kissed him on his cheek, and said: “It’s ok beta! Don’t cry! PII change 


|” 


your pants... Everybody commits mistakes!” And she looked at her husband with hopeful eyes, but his 


eyes still betrayed burning rage. She pulled herself to her feet and walked inside with her son in her 


arms, to change his pants. 


“But, nobody opened the door, it’s not my fault,” said Gopal again while she was changing his pants. 


“It’s okay beta! It’s alright. Now go to didi, and play with her,” she said after she had changed his pants. 


“But where is she? | looked for her before | came to you. But she was nowhere?” 


Her stomach twitched in apprehension and she mumbled to herself: “Who is in the washroom then?” 
And she ran to the washroom. She banged and banged the door but nobody from inside responded. She 
ran to the verandah and pantingly requested her husband: “Please come inside; Supriya has locked 


herself inside the washroom.” 


But it failed to move her still sulking and brooding husband a bit. Brusquely he brushed off her request: 


“Why don’t you go to your lover ... That Kanhaiya?” 


“Can’t we talk about this later? Please! Come inside!” 


But her husband didn’t budge. 


“It’s our daughter for God’s sake!” she almost screamed. 


But he didn’t budge, as if the father inside him had already gone to the permanent sleep. 
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She ran back to the washroom and started shouldering the door with all her might, but the door 
wouldn’t yield. She slumped onto the ground, hopelessly exhausted... Gopal, who stood there beside 
her, started crying, and along with him she herself, sitting at the door, helpless, and heartsick, sobbing 


and shedding tears, until her husband eventually turned up there. 


A couple of shoulders he too employed upon the door, but the latch was apparently stronger than they 
had thought. He rushed to his bedroom, and came out a moment later with a screw driver in one of his 
hands and a hammer in another. He pushed the screw driver in the gap between the door and the door- 
frame such that the tip of the screw driver rested upon the inner-side door latch. He started hammering 


with all his might, and within moments the door was open. 


Above the creaks of the door, smothering it, came Savita’s sharp shriek, stirring up horror inside 
everybody, as she saw her daughter lying on the floor unconscious, or perhaps dead. The trail of blood 
from Supriya’s head to the drain and that of vomited liquid from her mouth to the drain had traced 
intertwined snaky curves on the floor. Sarvesh strode inside, took Supriya’s hand in his hand to check 
the pulse, and stuck his ear to her chest to check if her heart was still pumping. He then lifted her up in 
his arms, came outside, and ran towards the front door. Savita, whose cry had turned into sobs, lifted 


Gopal up in her arms and followed her husband. 


Two days later Sarvesh took the call to remove the ventilator. Savita was in no condition to put forth her 


mind, so she indifferently accepted the decision. 


In these two days there were moments when she strongly hoped that Kanhaiya would eventually turn 


up to lend her his strong shoulder as he had always done in her tough times, but to her sheer 
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disappointment he didn’t. It was hard for her to accept that he, whom she had started loving more than 


herself, had roused the love inside her just with the intention of using her. 


That’s how hollow women are fooled into the lecherous intention of manipulative lusty men: they have 
an uncanny ability to play with such women’s emotional strings, and the vulnerable women mistake 


their comforting but cunning words for care. 


It was difficult to tell the exact moment when she had fallen in love with Kanhaiya — whether it was 
during her scuffles with her mother in law in her husband’s absence, when every time using his wit, he 
managed to douse the flicker or even went as far as to take her side without being offensive to her 
mother in law... or it was during her lonely days after her parents in laws had left the town, when he 
proved himself to be the sole source of joyousness in her dull and listless married life. Whatever the 
moment it was when it sparked, one thing couldn’t be brushed off that initially she resisted her 
infatuation virtuously... But she yielded eventually — either the virtue that she initially would draw 
comfort from was shallow or her love for him grew with time to be too strong to be smothered by her 


virtue. 


And why not! How is a woman, whose whole life had spent in insecurity ever since her mother died, 


expected to respond to a secure shoulder? 


The loss of mother in childhood — the graveness of the plight can’t be phrased in words: language is not 
that rich yet. The loss echoes throughout the woman’s life; she feels the insecurity again and again at 
every stage of her life, as she has, while shaping her life, no one to guide, no one as a secure base to 
return to, which is usually a mother for a growing girl. And the insecurity is even graver if she is the 
eldest of the three daughters in the family and her father is an authoritarian patriarch, who wouldn’t ask 


a word before taking the most important decisions of her life. 
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It was one of her mother’s sisters who — during her month-long-stay at Savita’s house before the latter’s 
marriage — had poured her feminist ideologies into her ears: “Take down just about anyone in your 


[2 


sasuraal who poses a threat upon your right, or else you'll spend the rest of your life in slavery as wel 


The very first day in her sasuraal Savita knew that she was going to have to be on her aggressive stance. 
Though there were moments she felt terrified facing both her mother in law and sister in law together, 
she never let it appear on her face. She bravely fought tooth and nail and soon the situation started 


turning in her favor. 


Her sister in law, whose case she had already weakened on the very first day by revealing her affair, left 
the house soon, just after getting married. Her husband — though he seldom interfered, but might be an 
obstacle to her gameplay — got transferred and became easy to manipulate. Her reclusive father in law 
was never a threat and she knew he wasn’t going to turn into one ever. The only threat left in the family 
was her mother in law, whom she tackled proficiently with Kanhaiya’s support and eventually succeeded 
in getting rid of her as well. But life isn’t a straight line — perhaps this is the way of karma that a 


manipulator eventually ends up getting manipulated by his accomplice only. 


No man supports a woman blindly even in her fault unless he is in love with the woman — that’s what 
she liked to believe when she got Kanhaiya’s support unconditionally on every occasion... And why not! 
Being loved by a handsome and powerful man gives you an elated feeling, especially when he is already 


married. 


Though she abundantly took advantage of his apparent devotion towards her, initially she kept her 
virtue intact, at least in her own eyes, by affording their relationship the name of platonic friendship. But 
foolish she didn’t know that the one whom she was perceiving as innocent was in reality a manipulative 
charmer who knew very well how to have his way with women. Blind she was that she couldn’t see that 
the trap she was weaving was the very one he was using to entrap her... It was merely a month after her 
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in-laws had left the town that her virtue succumbed to his maneuvers and their platonic relationship 


turned into the carnal one. 


Within weeks after their first fling she had so deeply fallen in love with him that the day he didn’t show 
up at Kamla Sadan, her day would pass in restlessness, the irritation caused whereby would eventually 
come down upon her children. Gradually it turned into an obsession and it so consumed her that she 
started devaluing everything else in her life. Even her children became her second priority... It had so 
unbalanced her in a couple of years that she preferred to give clean chit to Kanhaiya when she caught 
him with her daughter and rather put all the blame upon her daughter, and even started treating her as 


her rival-in-love. 


Her delusion bubble, however, broke eventually on the day her husband caught them red-handed. 
Astonished and anguished, her heart skipped a beat, when she saw her lover, with whom she had 
always felt protected and safe, fleeing with his tails between his legs leaving her alone to be thrashed by 


her husband. She was screaming and calling out to him, but he didn’t turn back even for a moment. 


A couple of weeks after the cremation when her parents in laws were ready to go back to the village, 
she held her mother-in-law’s hands and requested to stay back. Her eyes betrayed the pain inside her 
heart and spoke eloquently that she was remorseful for whatever she had done with them and so 
desperately desired atonement. Even Sarvesh made the same request, which Digambar Babu denied: 
“Beta! It’s better not to interfere with the fate... You know when we left the town it felt like | had been 
forcibly and mercilessly uprooted from my point of origin, where | had my roots strong and deep. It 


pained a lot... for months... and rendered me restless every now and then... It was not easy staying away 
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from my loved ones — you and my other children in the garden... It took time and constant endurance to 
grow new roots there back in the village... Now that we are well settled there, | don’t want to go 
through all the pain again. Maybe we — I and your mother — are fated to spend the rest of our lives back 
in the village only. And as much as my understanding goes, it's the best for me, for your mother, for you, 


and for everyone.” 


He paused for a moment and then continued again: “And we ain’t that far from you. You keep visiting 
the village from time to time and we’ll reciprocate too. Never feel lonely... Your parents are always at 
your back, supporting you in all your endeavors. Forget everything like a bad dream and start afresh. 
That’s the way of life: it goes on. Every dusk is followed by a dawn, and | hope that the coming dawn 
brings you all the happiness and success... And one more thing: get your cough treated as soon as 
possible... It’s been severe... You’ve been coughing a lot... Take care of your health... If you’re not in a 


good health, how will you take care of your family?” 


A month passed... Everybody had gone back to their lives, but Sarvesh was still tied to the tumult that 
had happened in his life lately. The darkness had overcome all his sense, wiped out all his desires, and 
consumed all the hopes of life. Nothingness had taken hold of his soul and buckled his body to the 
charpai. With emptiness inside his heart and chaos inside his brain he would stay lying on the charpai 
the whole day and stare into the space, as if finding the answers of his unsolved puzzles of life... At his 
mealtime, when Savita would ask him to come inside, he would deny and say that he wanted his food on 
the charpai only. At night too he would sleep on the charpai only. The only time he would get off it was 


when he needed to attend to the nature’s call. 


Savita wanted to ask him about his plans to go back to work, but couldn’t summon courage, as asking 
the question might give him a false notion that she wanted him to go back so that she could continue 
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with her debauchery. She, however, kept on trying to set the environment at ease and smoothen the 
path to the resumption of their communication, but he cut her short curtly every time she made an 
attempt. The farthest he would go was just shake his head in affirmation or negation in response to her 
question, only if he found it necessary, and then go back again to his busy schedule which consisted of 


lying down on the charpai and brooding... and coughing, which had been quite severe of late. 


“Why don’t you go to the doctor? You have been coughing a lot,” she said once in her constant attempt 


to break the ice. 


Sarvesh chuckled and reluctantly replied: “How does it matter to you? And won’t it be better for you if | 
die? You will have complete freedom to live your life the way you want. Nobody will be there to object 


anyone’s coming here and...” And he chuckled again. 


“You aren’t going to forgive me, are you?” 


“| have already... forgiven you... forgiven everyone... including myself... but how can | forget? How will | 


trust? Trust cannot be deliberate...” 


“Hmm... It cannot be deliberate... | know... But can’t we pretend? Not for me! Not for you! But for our 


son!” 


“Is he really mine?” and he looked at her enquiringly. 


“Please...” she just swallowed her words. 


“No... seriously... don’t lie... | really want to know... | promise | won’t hurt you, or do anything nasty... | 


want to know just for my satisfaction.” 


Tears welled up in her eyes: “I would have already told you if he weren’t. | don’t know if you are ever 


going to trust me again, but whatever happened — and Il regret the moment when | decided to cross 
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the line for the rest of my life — started long after Gopal was born. You won’t understand, but | was very 
lonely... It’s not that | am justifying what | did, but circumstances were such that | fell into the trap... It’s 
not that | wasn’t feeling guilty when | was cheating on you, but perhaps everyone is born selfish, and | 
am the biggest of all... He bestowed upon me something that | had been pining for whole my life... But 
foolish | couldn’t perceive that it was all fake... | was too stupid to see that | was being taken advantage 
of on account of my vulnerability... Epitome of stupidity | was... But | have been punished for that... One 
of my children is gone, leaving the burden of guilt upon my chest, which l'Il have to endure till | rest in 


peace in my grave... Maybe Karma is in action, and l'II have to suffer till my sins are atoned...” 


"Karma!" Sarvesh chuckled. "What goes around, comes around... Does it really work?" 


"Look at us,” replied Savita promptly, “We all know what sins each of us has committed! And what we 


are going through — if this isn't Karma, then what could be..." 


"Does sin really get punished? Is it that simple? | mean what sin do you think might a child born with 
genetic aberration or any congenital disability have committed that they are born to suffer for their 
whole lives? And do you think that all the criminals and ruthless politicians get the punishment for their 
deeds? And even if some of them do get punished, is the punishment really big enough for their bigger 
crimes? For instance do you really think that your sin is so small that guilt should be the only 
punishment? It's not that simple. If sins were justly punished on this earth, it would've disappeared long 


ago. 


“Perhaps you don’t understand what it is for a mother to carry the guilt of the blood of her own child... 
And if you think that the punishment | have been given is smaller in comparison to my sin, my life is still 
not over... Maybe | have much more to suffer in my life... And about the children born with disability — 


maybe they had sinned in their previous birth.” 
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“Previous birth! Next Birth! Reincarnation! Bullshit! All these hogwash perpetuated by the fraud pandits 


to accomplish their vested interests.” 


“Ok... Maybe then the children are born with something special, which we normal people can’t see.” 


“May be... Though it sounds more logical, still | don’t believe in Karma... | think nobody does... Nobody, 
who believes in Karma, can dare to sin... And we know everybody is a sinner... We don’t even regret 


truly for our sin... It’s chaos, | think, that rules this world.” 


“| don’t know about others, but | am feeling the regret deep down my heart... If it weren’t for my son, | 
would probably have even committed suicide... It’s not your fault that you can’t see it... Nobody has got 
eyes which can see inside others’ hearts... Anyways, what | want to say is that | believe in the justice of 


Karma... Now | strongly believe... Bigger the sin, bigger will be the punishment." 


"Oh! Is it really? What sin had Supriya committed? That innocent child! And what did she get punished 


for?” His eyes had moistened. 


Savita stayed mute. 


There was a few moments of silence, after which Sarvesh said: "But you know... you are right... We 


should pretend for our son." 
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The Final Embrace 


“| feel like | am floating,” Sarvesh said to himself, as he sat up on the charpai. The upturned corners of 
his lips and his narrowed happy eyes with crow’s feet around spoke eloquently that the night’s sleep 
had been fulfilling. He felt like he had slept enough of how much his soul required and now he could 


remain awake till eternity. 


Now he was sure that he had let go of all the strings that were hurting his fingers. Just the previous day 
he had let go of the last string: the remorse for what he had done to Savitri, his first wife. Now that she 


had accepted his heartfelt apology, the last lump of burden was off his heart. 


The only wish now he had remained inside his heart was that he wanted to die on his charpai. “Vve 
grown too fond of this,” he would say pointing downward, while rejecting anyone’s request or advice to 
him to go inside. “Dadaji and daadi come in my dreams; they both want me to die on this charpai, as 
they both took their last breaths on this charpai only. This is the family custom and they want me to 
follow it. They say that the death would be painless and after death | would reach them directly if | die 
on the charpai...” He would add further: “I know it might sound silly to many people, but my heart wants 


to believe it... And I’ve decided not to be an obstacle on my heart’s path...” 


Even as he yawned, and pandiculated, and nuzzled on the charpai, his mother entered the verandah 
with a tea tray in her hands. He took a cup off the tray and cast a warm smile at her. His mother 
returned the same and asked in a caring tone: “How are you feeling?” He blinked his eyes to the effect 
that he was feeling better than ever before. His mother bent to plant a kiss upon his forehead and said: 


1.” 


“Finish your tea... and freshen up... I’ve cooked your favorite mushroom oatmea 
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After he had set the modus vivendi between himself and his wife to pretend for their son, it took his 
wife about a month of constant persuasion before he finally agreed to consult a doctor for his 
deteriorating cough, which had lately started spewing blood with the phlegm. His severe back ache had 
added to his reasonable suspicion that he had been punished by his addiction as well, which had acted 


as a Catalyst for him to concord with his wife. 


“Lung Cancer stage IIIB, and it has spread from your right lung to the lymph nodes above your 
collarbone.” The sentence by the doctor was enough to impart the message to him that his life had 
come to yet another turning point, after which there was a sharp downhill, which would take his life 
soon to the dust where it originally belonged. The lines the doctor said thereafter — “Though it’s difficult 
to remove the cancer, it’s not impossible... The first step will be that we’ll use chemotherapy and 
radiation to reduce the size... then we’ll operate” — didn’t matter to him and he took them as the 


doctor’s consoling words. He had right away decided that he would welcome the death with open arms. 


Though Sarvesh had outright denied chemotherapy and radiation stating that he didn’t want to spend 
his last days trying to fight the death, looking miserable to people, and attracting sympathy from them, 
Savita wasn’t ready to accept his decision... She quetched and ranted, and even threw out their son’s 


future as a bait to persuade him, but Sarvesh seemed to have unshakably made up his mind. 


Helplessly then she had to send the news to his parents about his health and his obstinacy, but even his 
parents, who reached the town the same evening, couldn’t shake his resolution... He would invariably 
respond with: “Why fear death? After all nothing in this universe of being is fairer than the end of being, 
which we call by the name of death, which sees no difference in people while playing its tune to them... 


We mustn't see it as a frightening thing, but as a beautiful reality, and the only absolute truth.” 


His parents ultimately gave up, but decided to stay in the town to take care of their son in his last days. 
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But it was painful, quite painful, seeing their child dying before their eyes... 


For parents it’s perhaps the most traumatic experience they can ever have in their lives. They know that 
there is no chance, still they hope, and then, helplessly and miserably, see their hopes dying bit by bit 
every day. It inflicts excruciating pain upon their hearts watching abjectly the most precious part of 


them trudging to death. 


The emotional blow is specifically more severe for a mother, for her soulful connection to her children is 
perhaps the strongest of all. The ethereal connection, which originates at the time when she first gets to 
know that she is carrying a life inside, grows so strong in the nine months of her pregnancy that it gets 
unbreakable for her entire lifetime, which she constantly feels at her end. The child mayn’t feel it at his 
end, but it can’t evade the mother — she feels it every moment even when she tries to pretend 


otherwise. 


It took Shakuntla Devi days to accept that her son was really dying. She whimpered and cried and ranted 
and even accused and abused Savita for her son’s condition, whenever her pain grew beyond 
endurance. But she would never get retaliation back from Savita, which would invariably divert her 
anger towards herself: “If only | had supported my son, he wouldn’t be in this condition... It’s perhaps 


my jealousy that has pushed my son into the valley of death... | am the worst mother of this world.” 


However, with time and with the help of her husband’s moral support and his preaching — “It’s all 
scripted above; and we unconsciously just act upon that script” — she eventually accepted the situation, 
and decided to keep a harmonious and loving environment at home so that she could give her son as 


much happiness as she could in his last days. 


Digambar Babu’s preaching helped himself as well, in dealing with the death of his protégé... While 


walking in his garden, one day, he found behind the fence Hariom lying dead since he wondered when. 
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He crossed over the fence and put his ear against the boy’s heart, and his eyes moistened. As he lifted 
the boy in his arms, he noticed the dried foamy saliva at the corner of his lips, and a tense bleb at his 


ankle. Sobbing and sulking he carried Hariom to the latter’s house and stayed there till his last rite. 


For days he would cross over the fence daily, and would stay at the death spot of his protégé for hours, 
and would ask himself questions: “Whose fault is it exactly that the child prodigy who should have 
shined like a star, sunk within the sea of mundanity into the oblivion! Is it me who imposed my own 
dream upon the boy’s weak shoulders? Or is it the boy himself who being poor dared to dream big? Or is 
it his poor parents, who had, as the world apparently thinks, no right to give birth to such a genius child? 
Or is it those rowdy boys who committed such a heinous crime at such a young age and got away with it 
safely? Or is it the society which cowardly gives the powerful hooligans the right to play with the weaker 
ones’ lives? Or is it God who has created such a messy world, where justice is just a bookish word? 
..Why did He create a world where the more one fears the stronger ones the more one is likely to 
oppress the weaker ones? Why shouldn’t | hate this world where the more one fears death, the more 


ruthless one gets in the game of survival?” 


It took time before the boy’s scribbles on the ground ultimately, and completely, faded, and the only 


answer which could assuage Digambar Babu’s troubled mind was: “Everything is just scripted above...” 


Though Savita too had started believing that life is a predestined path, she also believed that God has 
given us human beings the capability to create a ripple about the path. And so she wanted, desperately, 
to do something that could make amends for the damage her deeds had done to the family, to some 
extent if not completely... In pursuance of that only she had gone to Savitri’s house the very next to the 
day her husband expressed his desire en passant to seek forgiveness from his first wife. Though Savitri at 
first denied her invitation for dinner, she readily agreed when Savita let her know about Sarvesh’s 


cancer. 
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It was on the next Sunday that Savitri visited Kamla Sadan. Savita put a chair, beside Sarvesh’s charpai, 
for Savitri, and scurried inside leaving both of them alone for the discourse. Even as Savitri sat down, 
Sarvesh folded his trembling hands before her and started sobbing. A spit bubble popped out of the 


corner of his lips, grew, and then burst into the air. 


Savitri’s eyes moistened as well and in her shaking voice she said with great effort: “It’s ok... there’s no 
need...” After a moment of pause she continued: “Actually if | say that | am completely over what you 
did to me, it would be a lie... More than a decade has passed, but the hurt is still there in my heart... But 
you know if | see the things in entirety, in a way it was for my good... I’ve learned a few most important 
lessons of life; perhaps there was no better way life could have taught me those lessons... I’m an 
independent woman today; if | wasn’t forced by fate out of my comfort shell, | probably would never 
have felt the value of freedom... It’s bliss... something precious from which the women in our society are 


usually kept devoid of... | should actually thank you for giving me the first push...” 


Sarvesh’s eyes gleamed as he said in his coarse voice: “I am happy for you.” 


“But,” interjected Savitri, “it didn’t come easy to me... | had to suffer a lot... In the conservative families 
of our society girls are tuned up to live a life devoid of self-worth... While a man is allowed to rotate on 
his own axis, a woman on the other hand has to depend on someone else’s discretion for her happiness: 
before marriage it is her father and after marriage it is her husband. After the marriage she leaves her 
home and goes to her husband’s abode with a beautiful dream. She bases all her happiness completely 
upon her husband. Anything he says and does has an impact on her: even a small act of kindness and 
praise is taken by her for love, and very soon this love becomes an unhealthy obsession for dependency 
and the fear of losing him becomes worse than death. For that reason she keeps on enduring... You can 
guess the pain she must have gone through before she ultimately decides to give up... But divorce is 


even harder for a woman in our society, especially if she isn’t self-dependent... Soon she starts feeling 
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like a burden to her family... Her uncertain future starts frightening her... Her self-esteem sinks 


depressingly low... And to make it worse there’s constant nagging of relatives and neighbors... 


“After we separated, soon the news spread in the Mohalla that Kishori Babu’s daughter had been kicked 
out of her sasuraal and she was living in her maaika. For days people would flock in my house with their 
fake sympathies, while all they actually sought was a spicy morsel of news which they could savor and 
serve to others adding some more spice to it. Some would come to analyze, speculate and philosophize 
the entire matter, while some stopped coming altogether. Perhaps they feared that the women in their 


families would learn something wrong from me.” 


“| feel extremely sorry for all you faced,” said Sarvesh, his head lowered in shame. “If only | could change 
what | did... | deserve the punishment | am getting... But | am happy that you had a great support from 
your family in your hard times, specially your brother... | know what the family support means in difficult 


times...” 


“Huh! Yea... Bhai was supportive... Initially he was... but time changes everything... harsh but truth... The 
enthusiasm with which he had fought against maa-baauji, who had been constantly coaxing me, before 
your second marriage, to go back to sasural, started waning soon after he himself got married... When 
the news of your second marriage reached us, it was on his backing that | had unreflectively shouted 
upon maa, who had come to my room to persuade me for the last time: ‘If he can live without me, why 
can’t |? | will rather die than go there...’ But soon after bhai’s marriage, | started regretting my decision... 
Human being is a selfish creature... all of us... including myself... it’s not that they don’t want to be 
selfless; selflessness indeed makes us feel elated, but then the survival instinct, the most basic instinct 
that is, takes over eventually... It’s curious that life came into existence with its most basic attribute of 


protecting itself... Greed, ambition, selfishness — everything has sprouted from the very survival instinct. 


210 | Page 


“Suddenly one day, about a year after his marriage, bhai announced on dinner table that he along with 
his wife was shifting to Delhi: he had got a job there... And he didn’t want his child to be born in a 
lawless state where there was no future. When bauji, furious at his decision, reminded him of his 
promise to bear my responsibility for whole his life, he curtly replied in his defense that he wasn’t 
running away from his responsibilities, while he had already thought out a better plan for me: that he 
would file a case against you for alimony and that would take care of me... as if money was all | needed. 
When bauji asked him who would go to the court on dates, he insolently replied: ‘You'll go... who else 
do you expect? You are her father... You shouldn’t feel ashamed of going to court for your daughter...’ 
Even today | wonder whose words were those: his own or his wife’s? Bauji, upset, rejected his idea and 
forbid him to file a case, but he didn’t obey him... After filing the case he left for Delhi leaving everything 


upon me and bauji. 


“Your politician friend Kanhaiya visited my house about a week after the case was filed... to threaten us 
of the grave consequences if bauji didn’t withdraw the case. | remember every word he said just 
because that became the turning point of my life. He called bhai a spineless bhagoda, and bauji a greedy 
man who wouldn’t hesitate to sell his daughter for money. Bauji swallowed the insult, but I, who was 
overhearing everything, couldn’t tolerate that... | came out of my room and blasted at your idiot friend... 
| wanted to kick him out right then, but before that | made it clear to him that | didn’t need or want a 
penny from anyone related to you... that you were dead to me... that you and your family no longer 
existed for me... After that rascal was gone, bauji couldn’t utter a word for a couple of days... | had never 
seen him so demoralized ever before. That’s when | realized it was high time | stood on my own feet; | 
didn’t want to be burden to anyone anymore... So | got admission for B.Ed. courses and studied hard... 


Luckily | got the teaching job in the primary school soon after completing my B.Ed.” 
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“I am so proud of you... A brave woman you are! You really didn’t deserve me; you deserved much 


better.” 


“I was thrown into the ocean and told to swim on my own... What could | have done? It was do or die 
situation for me... But you know once | learned how to swim, | started enjoying it... Indeed it has been a 
gratifying journey ever since... It’s true that obstructions surfaced every now and then, but that’s part of 


the journey...” 


“You’re oozing so much of positive energy... | am really getting strength from you...” 


” 


“Hmm...” mused Savitri for a moment and then continued: “But you know... not everyone takes it 
positively... My self-confidence sounds like arrogance to my brother... He sends me money and gifts, but 
| don’t accept them... Why should I? When he should have stood by me, he ran away like a bhagoda. 
Now that I’ve stood upon my own feet, he wants to compensate for his cowardice by obliging me... Such 
a hypocrite... He once asked me furiously why | was treating him like everything was his mistake... | told 
him that it wasn’t my revenge... it was just my dignity... | made it clear to him that | didn’t find him 
blameworthy... Neither him, nor my husband, nor my mother in law... Nobody but my fate... | told him 


that he didn’t need to burden his conscience... | told him that he was free from my side... But he took it 


as my arrogance... Perhaps my self-confidence clashed with his own ego.” 


Sarvesh’s eyes had moistened once again: “If only | could travel back, but the tunnel is blocked...” 


“You don’t need to,” said Savitri with a smile on her face. “I free you from your guilt.” 
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Perspective makes the difference. Truth may be absolute, but reality isn’t. Perception invariably 
becomes reality in one’s life. It can be self-limiting if you don’t have a bipolar vision, but people usually 
feel secure in a shell. However, one sharp turn in your life can pick the shell by its head and turn it 
around and then you’re face-to-face with a different reality altogether. Whatever has been real to you 


till now, suddenly becomes delusion, and then you feel like a fool that you fell for the delusional trap. 


What Savita regretted the most was the moment she had decided to prefer the rosy path over the 
thorny one; had she, as she thought, waited a moment at the crossroads and sagaciously thought it 
over, she would’ve been able to see that the rosy path, which only a coward could choose, led to a 
venomously thorny valley, while the thorny path that she avoided was the one that could have led her 
to where she would’ve felt proud of herself. But alas! She was so fucking stupid... so fucking blind! She 
wasn’t even half as brave as Savitri! But she was awake now... She was sure that she wouldn’t fall for the 


delusional trap ever again. 


The testing situation cropped up before her soon enough when one day she came across Kanhaiya in the 
market. She avoided him, but he shamelessly stood in her way and wished to have a word with her. 
Initially she denied, but eventually gave in on his begging. She told him to get it over with whatever he 
had to say, and then listened carefully while he gave his explanation of why he had fled that day, why he 
hadn’t come to the hospital to see Supriya and why he hadn’t met her ever since: “It would’ve escalated 
things, and being a woman it would’ve been harder for you to face the world. | wanted to let the matter 
sink in. It was just about you... It was for you that | swallowed all the humiliation... Or you know what | 
would’ve done to your husband.” He tried to convince her that he still loved her, and after her 
husband’s death she would need a strong man to take care of herself and her son. “At least think about 
your son, if not for yourself... You don’t know what price a fatherless child has to pay in this ruthless 


society.” 
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“How do you know?” she said teary-eyed. “Were you born fatherless? Was your father not your real 
father? Is your real father someone you don’t even know?” She paused for a moment and then 
continued: “You really disgust me... Such a fool | was that | fell for a dirty swine like you... | really want to 


spit on your face... Believe me | would’ve if | weren’t equally at fault.” 


As she started walking off, he grabbed her by her arm, and almost shouted furiously: “Who do you think 
you are talking to, you whore! Hundreds of sluts better than you eagerly lie before me to get fucked... So 
shove your fucking attitude inside your pussy... And don’t forget that your impotent husband is going to 
die very soon. You don’t know how difficult | can make your life here in this town. | am the king here, 
and nobody dares to raise his voice in front of me.” And he stared into her eyes to intimidate her. But to 
his surprise, she literally spat on his face. Infuriated he slapped her with all his might, but before people 


gathered there he got inside his car and left the scene. 


She had got scared to the core, but she told herself that she was not going to overestimate her fears... 
She pulled herself to her feet, cursed Kanhaiya with a horrifying death under her rapid and shallow 


breaths, and without looking at the people gathered around made for her home. 


Her curse befell him just within a month. The news headline was: MLA and corporator brutally killed 
in multi-round firing. It was the fifth incident in the chain of murders (all the victims were Brahmins) to 
have taken place in the town in a month. The Police suspected that the assailants had plotted the 
murder in collusion with one of Dharmender Dube's men, as the ambush was planned with precision 
and the victims were pumped with bullets from all sides. It was a gruesome murder: as many as sixty 
five bullet holes were found on their jeep, the police claimed. Those who had seen the dead bodies 
explained in horror: their flesh were torn off their bones and their faces were disfigured — only a cursed 
man could die such a gory death. Dube’s brother named BrajKishore Prasad behind the murder in the 


FIR, while one of his nephews Pintu Tiwari vowed by his pyre to avenge the murder of his uncle that he 
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wouldn’t marry until he killed BrajKishore Prasad... Though BrajKishore Prasad had Saheb’s hand over his 
head, within a couple of months he too was shot dead outside the hospital he had been hiding in for a 


month, ever since the investigation bureau had warned him of his life threat. 


The chain of murders plunged the state in a grave political crisis. In pursuance of gaining political 
mileage out of the murders, the opposition started putting pressure on the center to impose president 
rule in the state, arguing that the ruling party was unable to control the situation, and the president rule 
and emergency was necessary to prevent the reprisal killings. The opposition called for a state-wide 
bandh against what they termed as ‘systematic liquidation’ of the political opponents by the ruling 
party. Tension grew in the state, so the police was put on alert. DIG A. Narayan soon announced in a 
press conference that gangster Bablu Singh and his two gunmen, who were trying to cross Indo-Nepal 
border in their bloodstained TATA Sumo, had been captured in Ramgarhwa. Saheb, apparently 
distraught by the chain of events, said in a press conference that he “really need to take back the control 
of the party” that he had given to his illiterate wife and his ruffian brother in law. A few days after 
Saheb’s announcement, the turmoil in the town settled, but only after the murder of the Rajpoot 


brothers-duo Ajay Singh-Vijay Singh on the same day in their respective houses. 


When Kanhaiya’s dead body reached his house, a cloud of mixed emotions engulfed Shobha. She was 
astounded by the tears that wet her eyes. A countless number of times she had cursed both her 
husband and his lover of death, whenever her heartache exceeded her means of coping therewith. But 
now that her curse had befallen her husband she felt downhearted... A truth she faced and embraced 
that day that how much ever she could try, the marriage wasn’t going to just disappear for her as long as 


she was alive. 
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“Are women really predisposed to fall for the men with darker personalities?” thought Nisha as she read 
the news headline of Kanhaiya’s death. Though she hated Savita as much as she hated Kanhaiya for 
ruining her brother’s life, the incident that had happened in the market that Savita had told her on the 
latter’s visit to Kamla Sadan just a couple of weeks ago, had abridged her hostility towards Savita a bit, 
while dug her disgust towards Kanhaiya even deeper in her soul. She wondered how many more 
women’s lives the rascal had played with. She wondered if the women are really like fish who are 
attracted to shiny objects that lead them to their ruin. “Why does moon,” she told herself, “look flat 


two-dimensional from far? Why has God given us humans such a limited sight?” 


But even as she put the newspaper aside, she cajoled herself to look at the fact from another angle. She 
preferred to look at the thorny rose bush as a thorny bush full of roses rather than a rose bush full of 
thorns. She thanked God that He had given the humans sight, however limited that is, to see the beauty 
of the nature... Though the losses that the rascal had brought upon the family were irrecoverable, she 
was happy that her family had come closer; the distances had reduced. She was happy that the one who 


was the main culprit for her family’s ruins was now dead. 


The one who had uploaded this positivity to her brain was none but her darling son, the one on whose 
birth the level of hopelessness she had felt had made suicide seem like a better option to her. She had 
been so ashamed of herself that she had locked herself in her house. She had stopped going outside, as 
she feared facing the society. But now she realized that she had been stupid to have wasted so much of 
her son’s babyhood slumped on the couch and shedding tears in soul-crushing hopelessness. She had 
been so wrong to have a stereotypical picture of Down syndrome in her mind: a lifeless life like a 
vegetable lying in a corner. It was true that there had been developmental delays, but she had been 


mistaken to have thought of her child as a mentally retarded one; she now understood that there was 
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much more to life than the society’s narrow definition of a normal child... She had had a fear that people 


in the society would look down upon her family, but now she didn’t care about them... 


The strength that she had garnered came right from the resemblance that her son bore to her and her 
family, which uttered aloud every time she looked at him that he was her son, not just a living object 
with a tag... The strength came from her motherhood which whispered into her ears every moment that 
it was her son’s life that was the most important, that she needed to nurture and protect... The strength 
came from her son’s captivating and infectious smile, which she would now die for... It was her son who 
had taught her unconditional love. It was her son who had taught her that life is all about how you’re 
going to live it. It was her son who had infused infinite hope inside her — hope without which life is 


impossible. 


Shyam, too, was enthusiastically determined to prove the world’s concept of normalcy wrong. He had 
set himself on a mission to raise his son to be a strong, independent, and respectful young man. It’s true 
that frustration came along his way, but it was his son’s unique way of enjoying his life that taught him 
to be creative towards his approach. His son had opened for him a new way of looking at the things, and 
he was proud of his son for that... He was proud of his son for having been the bridge between him and 
his father and diminishing the gap between them, the gap he had earlier thought impossible to fill up... 
Contrary to everyone’s belief his son had brought immense happiness to his family, and he was proud of 


his son for that. 


He was happier than ever with his life: he was happy with his job; he was happy for his family; he was 
even happy for his friend Sarvesh that he was facing his death with such dignity. But beneath his happy 
state of mind lurked deep within his heart the guilt that every now and then haunted him: the guilt of 
being responsible for Supriya’s death... Even his wife’s repeated counselling hadn’t been able to erase 


the stain of guilt completely... She would criticize him for being too harsh on himself, and would say that 
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he had done what he had done with the best of his intentions, and even if he had kept the secret, 
Sarvesh would find out sooner or later, as infidelity has tendency to be discovered... Invariably his reply 
would be: “I know... | know... But even after my constant efforts, | haven’t yet been able to release the 
burden... My fluidity is failing me in this situation... It may take some time... Maybe one day lIl wake up 


and find out that it has released me from its captivity.” 


In the final days the body had begun its natural process of slowing down all its functions. Sarvesh had 
lost his weight quite a lot, and his weak body always needed a doubly thick blanket to keep warm his 
bony hands and legs. His breathing had started sounding like heavy gurgle, and his voice would tremble 
whenever he spoke. Half of his day would pass in sleeping, and the other half in musing and occasionally 


babbling some undecipherable words to himself. 


He liked being left alone most of his day, and when he needed company, the only person he liked having 
around and talking to was his father, whom he had started perceiving as his spiritual leader of his last 
days, whom he drew strength from. The only time he would like his wife or his mother around was when 
his weak body would fail to hold his bladder, and he would need someone to change the bed sheet and 


his clothes. 


A volley of questions he would throw daily at his father in his trembling voice, and invariably his father 
would quench his thirst either with his reasonable answer or by giving him a clue or by just listening. 
Albeit unanswered questions bothered him no more, he wished he had the answers to all of his 


questions. 
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However, it was on the penultimate day that his curiosity completed its journey, whereafter all of his 
questions, all of a sudden, vanished into nothingness, leaving behind the ultimate peace within. It was 
illumination subite, and it happened on its own... somewhere amidst his session with his father, while his 
father was sharing his life experiences: “You know it’s been more than sixty five years of mine on this 
earth... Ever since | gained consciousness | have been observing things microscopically, at close 
quarters... Yea... It was from the beginning... It was... Everything | have observed so far have been 
etching points on my subconscious... The pattern it made appeared chaotic and shapeless initially... Then 
| stopped looking at the pattern altogether... A few years ago on someone’s unintentional cues, | threw a 
glance at the pattern once again... It had many more points since | had last looked, and to my surprise | 
could then see a definite pattern: the points appeared as if they were going to make a distinctive 
shape... I’ve remained observant since then, as more and more points added to the cluster... And you 
know what... Now I can say with surety that it’s definitely going to make a shape... a unique shape... and 


it will look like zero.” 


A mild autumn day it was! The ultimate day! When everything seemed to be at peace! The still grass of 
the yard; the silent leaves of the papaya tree outside the main gate; the unwavering clothes hanging on 
the rope outside verandah; the quiet birds sitting on the parapet of a nearby house; and his 
imperturbable mind, inside which there was no room for internal conflicts... not anymore... as if the fires 
of desire, aversion, and delusion had finally been extinguished forever... His unblinking eyes were glued 
to something very far, and his mind was in a sort of trance in that stillness... which his wife, who had just 
entered the verandah to see if he had wet his bed, broke him out of, as she asked: “You need 


something?” 
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He gave her a smug smile and shook his head no... While she was about to turn around to go inside, he 


signaled her with his trembling hand to sit beside him. She followed. 


“Thank you...Thank you for all you have done for me!” said he, looking at her with his grateful eyes. 


“Why are you saying this?” she said embarrassed. “I mean... | don’t deserve this... The things I’ve done...” 


“No, not only you...” he interjected. “Everybody... everybody who came in my life and gave it a shape... a 
beautiful shape... incomparable... neither better nor worse than any other shape | know... unique... one 
of its own kind...” He paused for a moment and then continued: “I don’t know...| don’t know if there’s 
any logic behind the functioning of this world... | don’t know if good, bad, or anything about which the 
life spins, has a meaning... And | don’t know if | could have done anything that would have made my life 
look better... | don’t know... What is important is — and | mean it — that | don’t want to know it either... 
Not anymore... | have no questions... to anyone... regarding anything... | have no complaints... | have no 


grievances...” 


While he paused again and mustered strength to continue, her hand slid under the blanket and clasped 


his. 


“How pleasing it is to see the life cycle in totality! Surging to crest, sinking to trough, but finally settling 
to zero! Forming a shape indefinable yet beautiful! It’s beyond human’s capability to draw the shape; all 
we can do is just traverse on the shape... I’m at the gate of my destination... And | feel complete... And | 


am thankful to everyone who has contributed to my journey.” 


He closed his eyes and uttered no more word. He had said all he had to. 


A drop rolled from the corner of her eye, and fell onto the pillow just beside his head. A leaf fell off the 


papaya tree and disappeared behind the boundary wall. 
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